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Abstract
Hillis, Erin Rene. PhD. The University of Memphis. May, 2017. Exploring
Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking Behaviors: The Lived Experiences of Chinese
Undergraduate Students. Emily Thrush, PhD.
First time college undergraduate students from China face linguistic and cultural barriers
when seeking academic help from their faculty members, but there is little research
addressing these students' experiences of encountering these barriers, nor how the
barriers are overcome. This qualitative transcendental phenomenological study sought
understanding of these students’ experiences, identified linguistic help-seeking behaviors
exhibited by this population, and contributed to the knowledge on encouraging these
students to access the support services available to them. This project specifically
introduced the concept of "help-seeking behaviors" (borrowed from medical or clinical
sciences) to the field of linguistics. Additionally, this project identified several linguistic
and cultural barriers experienced by this population. This project explored the
experiences shared by Chinese undergraduate students at a large, urban, mid-south
research university in the United States, specifically, the linguistic and cultural barriers
preventing them from successfully seeking and/or receiving academic help. This topic
has additional ramifications in student physical health, mental health, ESL needs, and the
development of social and academic skills in the US. The results of this project include
information that could enable students from China to better access the support services
available to them through educating faculty and staff about the unique linguistic helpseeking behaviors employed by this population, and the linguistic and cultural barriers
this population faces.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
"You know, China. I don’t ask my professor.” –participant Zwicky
International student growth in the United States was at an all-time high for the
academic year 2014-2015, with no signs of slowing down. The 2015 Open Doors Report
on International Educational Exchange states that the United States’ institutions of higher
education in the academic year 2014-15 had “the highest rate of growth (of international
student enrollments) in 35 years, increasing by 10% to a record high of 974,926 students
in the 2014/15 academic year” (Open Doors, 2015). This percentage, compared to a
decade ago, is up by 73%, “and the rate of increase has risen steadily for the past five
years” (Open Doors, 2015). “Students from the top three countries of origin – China,
India, and South Korea – now represent approximately 51% of the total enrollment of
international students in the United States” (Open Doors, 2015). This research project
was inspired by the incredibly significant statistic from the Open Doors 2015 report that
undergraduate students from China form a large majority of the international student
population in the US (as “China remains the top country of origin of international
students in the U.S., increasing by 11% to 304,040” for the 2014/15 academic year”) and
that “2014/15 was the first year ever that Chinese undergraduates outnumbered Chinese
graduate students” (Open Doors, 2015).
Statement of the Problem
This increase in the number of Chinese undergraduate students is the focus of this
project. While “graduate programs present students with a far less linguistically
demanding setting than that of undergraduate study, … [for] Chinese undergraduates …
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the linguistic bar has been set far higher” (Stevens, 2012). Not only do these students
have to succeed in their major courses, but they also have the entire range of electives
and the core curriculum of the university to traverse, all in English. As Stevens (2012)
says, “They must not only take courses within their degree … but also fulfill distribution
requirements in the arts and humanities, whose courses assume a far larger and more
wide-ranging vocabulary as well as requisite knowledge of Western culture, literature,
history, and government” (Stevens, 2012, p. 2 ).
While future statistics may show that these students, for the most part, graduate in
four years (or even earlier for some), educators are right to wonder about the ability
Chinese undergraduate students have in navigating the US academic systems and setting,
and any barriers they face in that navigation (Andrade, 2006). “Universities must become
more knowledgeable about the adjustment issues these students face and implement
appropriate support services” (Andrade, 2006, p. 131). Hoping to add to the available
research, this project took place on a large, urban mid-south university (“LUS
University,” hereafter) where there are approximately 100 undergraduate students from
China. LUS University has a number of international student organizations available to
these undergraduate students from China, such as an Asian American Association
(AAA), International Student Association (ISA), and Visitors & International Student
Alliance (VISA); and there are offices which offer assistance to Chinese students, but
how often do undergraduate students from China actually request academic or linguistic
help, and how successful are they when they do request assistance? With the recent
increase in numbers of Chinese university-level students entering the United States (Open
Doors, 2015), Chinese college students’ linguistic help-seeking behaviors (or lack of),
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and the cultural components that impact whether or not a Chinese university student will
seek academic or linguistic assistance need to be researched.
This project sought understanding of the cultural influences that prevent or
encourage academic and/or linguistic help-seeking behaviors among undergraduate
students from China studying in regular university courses, identified prevalent helpseeking behaviors exhibited by this population, and explored cultural and linguistic
barriers to seeking help that may prevent these students from accessing the support
services available to them.
The researcher’s career has been established in the field of International
Education, which is comprised of practitioners from multiple academic and
administrative disciplines aiding, not only US students in studying abroad, but also
international students and scholars studying in the United States (Dessoff, 2008). The
field incorporates professionals from international admission recruiting, institution-based
immigration specialists, ESL instructors, immigration attorneys, government employees,
and faculty from every discipline in cities and institutions all over the world. These
administrators are often the first to encounter newly admitted international students and
scholars and are quite tireless in their work to advise and advocate for their international
students. Often referred to as “volunteer leaders,” members of the largest organization for
international education, or NAFSA, engage in political debate, contribute to federal
policy, and determinedly advocate on Capitol Hill on behalf of global education (Dessoff,
2008).
It will be no surprise to the members of the TESL community that international
students face and overcome unique barriers in their paths to higher education in the
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United States. For international students, selecting an international university involves the
same precarious and exciting balance of interests, needs, dreams, and financial
possibilities that US students face, only usually without the benefit of a site visit, and
many times in a student’s second or third language. In many cases, unless the student’s
family is also English-literate, the student is the party solely responsible for explaining
institutional websites and the application process to their family. Searching for the correct
combination of location, course availability, housing options, school size, and general
“fit” is difficult, and the application process is just the beginning of the long
undergraduate experience.
If selecting a university, submitting an application, being accepted, leaving home,
arriving on campus and adjusting to the university academic and social setting feels like a
strenuous walk up an unfamiliar hill for high school students from the United States, just
imagine: for non-native speakers of English from dramatically different cultures, like
China, the same process is like running, not walking, up a steeper, higher hill, with one
hand tied behind their backs, dodging boulders from a landslide, while carrying a heavy
bag of bricks. Making the process even more complicated is their ever-present, internal
question: I believe that I’m doing the right thing, so why does everything just feel so
wrong?
Enrolling in and beginning classes is just the start of their adaptation to the US
institution. International students are responsible for learning how to maneuver in the
academic system at their institutions, while also just trying to be a normal first-year
student. It would be unwise to assume that a US student arrives for the first time on
campus already equipped with the full complement of tools necessary for perfectly
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negotiating their first semester at college; much less so would it be for an international
student experiencing the new realities of a US institution while traversing language and
cultural differences. Certainly one of the most unnerving parts of living in a new culture
is finding that the familiar ways of solving problems may be unavailable or inappropriate.
Description of the Project
This qualitative, phenomenological project examined the lived experiences of
Chinese undergraduate students at a large, urban, mid-south research university in the
United States, focusing on the students’ experiences of the phenomenon of seeking
academic help and facing linguistic barriers and cultural barriers. The researcher began
with a simple demographic survey to collect data to assist in identifying eligible
participants for this project. The participants were selected through purposeful sampling,
as being the people best able to describe the phenomena, having experienced it
themselves (Creswell, 2003); the criteria for selection were that the participants be
undergraduate students from China in regular classes enrolled full-time at LUS
University.
The majority of the data for this project were collected via in-person, semistructured interviews. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed for themes,
significant statements, and any descriptions of the “essence” of the phenomenon. The
researcher coded these statements into categories with the assistance of an expert
informant, then reported on the overall phenomenon via this written report, describing the
essence of the lived experience shared by the participants (Creswell, 2007).
Additionally, the researcher attempted to have a continual immersion in the data
by keeping a researcher’s journal before, during and after each interview, for reflection
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while writing and analyzing, and for the many times when the researcher’s own biases
and preconceived assumptions became apparent.
Purpose of the Study
This project sought to understand a small, important aspect of cultural adaptation
for undergraduate students from China: how does a student seek assistance, and from
whom, and what linguistic or cultural barriers do they face? What are their “help-seeking
behaviors” and how do these behaviors assist students in their cultural adaptation to
student life at US institutions? As described by Brunton and Jeffrey (2014), learner
empowerment is “a specific sub-category of acculturation,” which means that it was time
to discover how Chinese undergraduates at large research institutions in the United States
are able to self-identify their need for academic and/or linguistic assistance and their
process in seeking it.
Research Questions
General Question: “For undergraduate students from China, what are the linguistic
help-seeking behaviors, as well as the linguistic and cultural barriers, encountered in US
academic culture?”
Related questions:


How do Chinese undergraduate students maneuver the academic system in the
US?



What linguistic issues are present when they request assistance?



Is advanced knowledge of a second language sufficient for the everyday academic
needs of international students?
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What are the experiences like when students request academic assistance from a
faculty member? Do the experiences get easier with practice?



Are the requests successful? Do the students receive appropriate assistance?



What help seeking behaviors did these students employ in their home country?



What cultural barriers are present in the interactions?



What are examples of help-seeking acts?
Target Audience
There are three broad audiences for this project: Western educators at colleges

and universities in the United States, high school teachers and administrators in China,
and Chinese students (including high school students in China and colleges and
university students in the US). These audiences are more specifically defined in the
“Significance of the Study” section below. This study illuminates serious gaps both in
overall student preparation and in awareness for their needs once they are students in the
US.
Assumptions of the Study
This study assumed that Western educators are aware of a variety of linguistic
challenges and cultural differences between Western educators and Chinese
undergraduate students, but, while acknowledging these issues, they may not have a
thorough enough understanding of the barriers these issues may raise between them and
their students. Another assumption was that Chinese high school administrators and
teachers of English as a foreign language in China are keenly interested in both knowing
how their pupils fare once matriculated into US colleges and universities, and finding
ways to improve their English teaching philosophy and methods. And finally, this study
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assumed that faculty and staff in the US, believing that Chinese undergraduates are here
only for an “education,” may feel that their role as educators does not include scrutinizing
current practices or policies, or suggesting accommodations for their particular needs.
Delimitations and Limitations of the Study
Delimitations
As this study’s participant pool was small and homogeneous (it only included
undergraduates from China, studying at a large, urban, mid-south research university in
the United States), the data may differ from similar studies conducted using similar
methods. The findings may not be relevant for other populations. Furthermore, as a
qualitative study, the design does not permit broad generalizations, perhaps not even to
Chinese undergraduates matriculated at other colleges or universities in the US.
Limitations
This study’s weaknesses were as follows: as with all qualitative research, the data
collection occurred in the natural setting, which will make it extremely difficult to
replicate in further studies (Wiersma, 2000). The same study, performed with another,
similar population, may have different results. Additionally, it is possible that the
researcher could have missed occasional important nuances in the participants’ meanings,
intentions, and/or moods in the interviewing stage of this project as a result of the
necessary language barrier in play: the researcher used her first language, English, to
interview participants for this project, all of whom were non-native speakers of English.
Finally, as participants were asked to recall specific help-seeking instances and outcomes,
occurring as many as three years before, it is possible that participants may have
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inaccurately recalled memories, or have experienced selective memory about the
incidents.
The most critical of the weaknesses in the study became apparent by the second
interview and was all but confirmed by the third. Of the 100 Chinese undergraduate
students who received the initial demographic survey inviting participation in this study,
only five responded. Additionally, those five participants reported such strikingly similar
and successful linguistic help-seeking behaviors that the direction of the project needed to
be recalibrated from interviewing those who had poor help-seeking behaviors to those
who had developed successful ones. This brought challenges in trying to identify any
linguistic or cultural barriers experienced by these students, but it had the fortunate and
unexpected benefit of incorporating participants into the study who were very good
examples for successful help-seeking behaviors among Chinese undergraduates.
Hopefully, another researcher will benefit from this particular weakness and will have
greater success in attracting participants who have shared deeper and more frequent
experiences of poor help-seeking behavior when requiring academic assistance.
Significance of the Study
Significance for Western Educators at Colleges and Universities in the United States
US Faculty and Administrators. US academic professionals should know that
students from China may ask for help in surprising ways and that sometimes they are not
familiar with culturally-appropriate ways to request assistance. Chinese undergraduates
may need special encouragement and confidence that they will not be penalized for
requesting help. Also, it could be very helpful for institutions to implement concerted
efforts to build students’ “para language skills”, to build their comfort and confidence.
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US Immigration Personnel/International Educators/International Student
Services Staff. Many of these important staff members are culturally sensitive and truly
responsive to international students’ needs, but they may lack knowledge of the linguistic
challenges Chinese undergraduates face (such as navigating the murky world of speech
acts and academic English). These staff should know that there are foundational language
components that are deeply tied to culture and extra effort should be made to foster trust
and confidence between the office and the student.
Significance for High School Teachers and Administrators in China
Of all people, perhaps other than the students themselves, administrators at
Chinese high schools have the best opportunity to prepare US-university-bound students
for the expected and predictable linguistic and cultural challenges they will face.
Administrators should know that vocabulary and memorization are valuable, but not
enough to help their students thrive at universities in the US.
Significance for Chinese Students
English academic language learning is more than vocabulary. Chinese students,
even those scoring highest in their high school English classes, will struggle, at least
initially, with interpersonal and academic English at US institutions. Before arriving in
the US, students should learn and practice speech acts that are common/expected in the
US; this training should be viewed as an important part of their high school language
learning. Once these students matriculate into US colleges and universities, they should
make determined efforts to learn the true differences between the academic culture they
are familiar with and the one at their college or university. They will need to decide,
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regularly and often, to seek assistance from faculty and staff, as well as from their friends
and family, when necessary.
Definition of Terms
Speech Acts
Speech acts are a vital, seemingly instinctive act of communication. They are
nuanced, learned parts of communication, so while they feel natural in one’s first
language, they are very difficult to replicate in one’s second language. Speech acts have
two parts: the spoken words and the speaker’s attitude (including: tone, assumptions,
vocabulary, references, etc.) Successfully performed speech acts result in the audience
and speaker agreeing on the speaker’s intention and attitude being expressed (Bach,
1998; Wierzbicka, 2003).
There are several categories of speech acts, but this project will focus on one
category only – the illocutionary. Examples of illocutionary speech acts are follows,
some of which can be found in the topic of this research project (Chinese students and
their experiences in seeking academic help):


Claiming, confirming, disagreeing, insisting, reporting



Asking, excusing, requesting, urging



Agreeing, guaranteeing, promising, volunteering



Apologizing, greeting, thanking, accepting

Help-Seeking Behavior
The term “help-seeking behavior” has clinical and psychological roots. Cornally
and McCarthy (2011), both registered nurses, define help-seeking behavior as “the act of
looking for or going in search of a relief or cure to fulfil a need” and say that “help-
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seeking occurs in response to an observed change in health and suggests that helpseeking is part of a process” (Cornally & McCarthy, 2011). They also mention another
medical observation on help-seeking behaviors, by researchers Scott and Walter (2010),
who defined the stages of help-seeking as follows: “symptom perception, interpretation,
appraisal and decision making in addition to having the ability and motivation to enforce
the decision by visiting a health-care professional’ (Cornally & McCarthy, 2011, p. 281).
From the psychological perspective, help-seeking behavior is defined as “the
behaviour of actively seeking help from other people . . . communicating with other
people to obtain help in terms of understanding, advice, information, treatment and
general support in response to a problem or distressing experience” (Rickwood, D.,
Deane, F. P., Wilson, C. J., & Ciarrochi, J., 2005, p. 4). This definition is particularly
helpful in the present project, as it stresses the help-seeker’s active role in obtaining
assistance (Rickwood et al., 2005).
Cornally and McCarthy (2011) conclude with the observation that “the notion that
a third party is an essential element of help-seeking behaviour is very much evident
outside the health-care context in various disciplines and the term help-seeking behaviour
is used in areas such as education, organizational behaviour, criminal victimization and
public/government assistance” (Cornally & McCarthy, 2011, pp. 281-282). This
emphasis on an external component to help-seeking behavior is a critical element in its
definition and is an underlying premise for this study.
In contrast to the array of studies available on the medical and psychological
elements of help-seeking behavior, there are few that address help-seeking from an
academic perspective, none that specifically address linguistics, and none with
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participants similar this project. Perrine, Lisle, and Tucker, (1995), is one of the few
studies involving students and faculty in an academic setting, though the participants are
all native English speakers. Their study uses the phrase “support seeking” in the context
of students seeking assistance from faculty and outlines the process of support seeking
below:
(a) Students first realize that they are stressed, (b) they next realize that this stress
can be relieved by seeking support, (c) they realize that faculty members are a
source of support, (d) they seek out a faculty member for help, (e) the faculty
member takes some action, (f) the student's stress may or may not be relieved as a
result of the action, and (g) the student's subsequent experiences in the course and
in college will vary depending on the usefulness of the support received. (Perrine,
Lisle, & Tucker, 1995, p. 43)
To date, the researcher has not found any literature linking the
clinical/psychological term “help-seeking behavior” and the field of applied linguistics.
With this dearth of linguists using this phrase in relation to English language learning or
English language teaching, there is a need to define academic and linguistic help-seeking
behaviors among L2 students. The researcher’s interest in bridging the gap between
general health fields and applied linguistics, and incorporating that terminology into
applied linguistics, comes from remarkable work already accomplished on the role that
culture plays in a person’s willingness to ask for help. Finally, the researcher is excited at
the opportunity to bridge the medical/psychological term “help-seeking behavior” with
the field of linguistics and to play a foundational role in defining “linguistic help-seeking
behaviors” for linguists.
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Social and Academic English Skills
Chinese students may be successful in their interpersonal relationships with
English-speaking peers, but they could find conversing with faculty on academic matters
to be very difficult. The distinction between these two types of English skills are
commonly referred to as BICS and CALP.
BICS. Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills. Learners of second languages
start with BICS – greetings, polite phrases, small talk, accomplishing basic tasks, and so
on (Roessingh, 2005). The development of peer-appropriate conversation skills takes
about 2 years to develop (Collier, 1987). It is possible that many Chinese students arrive
in the US with appropriate levels in their social English skills, whether they believe that,
themselves, or not.
CALP. Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency. As language learners
progress, they begin using more advanced vocabulary and syntax, and particularly for
academic purposes, more competence is required in reading, analytical, and synthesis
skills. Becoming proficient in academic English requires 5-10 years of effort (Collier,
1987). There exists a strong chance that some L2 students may lack the confidence and/or
the language skills to seek academic help from faculty members.
Summary
There is a larger population of undergraduate students from China studying in the
United States than ever before. There is ample literature on acculturation and success
strategies for this population, but there is little work on if or how Chinese undergraduates
know where to turn when they find themselves in academic distress. This study will
explore the experiences of five undergraduate students from China when they have met
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linguistic or cultural barriers when they have sought academic assistance from their
faculty.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction
Borrowing language from the health sciences fields, linguists may benefit from
the thoughtful consideration of the academic “help-seeking behaviors” of their students.
These behaviors have distinct and identifiable trademarks that can be traced to students’
cultures of origin. Likewise, faculty members from the United States have expectations
for the language and manner a student will adopt when seeking assistance which arise
from the faculty members’ own cultures. This literature review should make apparent the
immense linguistic and cultural differences between the United States and China,
particularly as they relate to the student-faculty relationship. North American educators
will best succeed with their students from China when taking those differences into
consideration, particularly when students go so far as to actually attempt to seek faculty
assistance.
Defining “Help-Seeking Behavior”
As mentioned above, the term “help-seeking behavior” exists copiously in mental
and physical health literature (Anyon, Whitaker, Shields, & Franks, 2013; Cornally &
McCarthy, 2011; Scheppers, Van Dongen, Dekker, Geertzen, & Dekker, 2008; Scott &
Walter, 2010). Countless studies in medical science, psychiatry, and psychology have
been performed to explore the factors influencing help-seeking behaviors and the
conditions under which people choose to seek medical and psychological help (Tata &
Leong, 1994; Tuliao & Valesquez, 2014; Yakunina & Weigold, 2011; Zhang & Dixon
2003; Zhang, Snowden, & Sue, 1998). Many of the studies find that prominent factors for
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help-seeking behavior include gender, academic performance, and self-esteem (Kennedy,
1997). Ng mentions that students with “high level of social efficacy…tended to display
more adaptive and less of non-adaptive help-seeking behaviors” (Ng, 2014, p. 17). Anyon
et al.’s (2013) study on Chinese American adolescents' usage of school health services is
insightful: they found that teacher referrals and peer dynamics were salient factors in
students' decisions to utilize individual therapy and reproductive health services. Anyon
et al. (2013) concluded that, to be effective, organizational systems and social contexts of
school health programs need to be responsive to the needs and preferences of these
students. The most salient points for this project are the observations that: "the dominant
stereotype of Chinese American youth is that they are the 'model minority,' selfsufficient, and problem-free, the reality is that a significant proportion of these
adolescents demonstrate substantial need for prevention and intervention services” and
that they “experience stigma and cultural norms against formal help-seeking” (Anyon et
al., 2013, p. 563).
Finally, help-seeking behavior is intrinsically linked to a necessary third party
(Cornally & McCarthy, 2011). In most of the health-related studies, people are observed
seeking help from clinics and health practitioners (Scheppers et al., 2008; Scott & Walter,
2010), but, when it comes to academics, students, and faculty, from whom do students
seek help when they need academic assistance? Current literature has often opposing
viewpoints on this: some studies point to teachers being the first choice for assistance
(Newman & Schwager, 1993), while others indicate that professors are not preferred for
academic help (Karabenick & Knapp, 1991). Williams and Takaku (2011) report on
students who seek help at writing centers show improved self-efficacy in writing, while
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Moser (1993) indicates that there is an avoidance for engaging in one-on-one tutoring. In
the Moser (1993) study, the cultural differences between the tutor and the tutee is shown
to be the prominent explanation for writing center avoidance (Moser, 1993).
Although his population is incongruous with the present study, Kennedy’s (1997)
study on domestic third grade students in Louisiana does provide a good foundational
text that explains academic help-seeking behaviors in general. “Researchers attempting to
explain help-seeking behavior in academic settings postulate that it is a function of two
broad categories of variables: personal characteristics of the help seeker and
characteristics of the social setting in which help is sought” (Kennedy, 1997, p.11). This
observation on “personal characteristics” and the “social setting” provide a good
opportunity to address the cultural and linguistic attributes of Chinese undergraduate
students in their help-seeking behavior. Kennedy (1997) goes on to identify the
significance of gender, self-concept, performance attributions, and achievement
motivation as pertinent personal characteristics, and social comparison and
competitiveness among students as pertinent factors in the social context (Kennedy,
1997).
There are obvious flaws in linking clinical terminology with linguistics, of course.
First, the phrase “help-seeking behavior” has historically been used in fields where those
seeking help (or needing to seek help) are perhaps not as “healthy” as they could be. The
understanding is that people with physical or mental health concerns should seek help,
and much attention is given to the problem of those who are observed by others as
needing to seek help, but do not. Practitioners in health fields have produced innumerable
studies describing this phenomenon and finding ways to increase the chances of people
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exhibiting and practicing good “help-seeking behaviors.” With this history, there’s a
chance that this terminology could be imbued with negative connotations and care should
be taken to use this phrase in the context of students’ academic success, not “academic
health.” English language learning is not pathological.
Also, as mentioned earlier, there is a dearth of linguists who use this phrase in
relation to non-native English speakers, English language learning, or English language
teaching. There is, therefore, a need to define academic and linguistic help-seeking
behaviors among non-native English speaking students.
Perrine et al. (1995) uses the phrase “support seeking” in the context of students
seeking assistance from faculty, in general, and outlines the process of support seeking
below:
Support seeking by students can be viewed as a process: (a) Students first realize
that they are stressed, (b) they next realize that this stress can be relieved by
seeking support, (c) they realize that faculty members are a source of support, (d)
they seek out a faculty member for help, (e) the faculty member takes some
action, (f) the student's stress may or may not be relieved as a result of the action,
and (g) the student's subsequent experiences in the course and in college will vary
depending on the usefulness of the support received. (Perrine et al., 1995, p. 43)
The current study uses the process outlined by Perrine et al. (1995) to guide the
participant interviews, anticipating that they will explain the ways that they seek
academic and linguistic help. As with any population, the participants’ methods of
seeking assistance will be culture-specific (Moser, 1993); compounding the intricacies
for seeking help in the United States is the fact that the faculty and staff at LUS

19

University are also products of their cultures and have their own culture-specific ways of
responding to requests for help.
Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
As with any new cultural experience, people simply cannot anticipate or plan for
the cultural differences they will face in a new environment. This is certainly true for
Chinese undergraduate students entering institutions in the United States with
expectations founded on their past academic experiences. The cultural differences
between the United States and China are significant and play a large role in whether or
not a student from China will seek academic and/or linguistic help. Perhaps the most
fundamentally divergent cultural elements between the two cultures (and the ones that
may play the largest role in this project) are the opposing teaching and learning
philosophies derived from the West’s Socrates and the East’s Confucius. Kühnen, Van
Egmond, Haber, Kuschel, Özelsel, Rossi, and Spivak (2011) provide a good comparison
between the Socratic and Confucian teaching philosophies: “At the core of Western
learning and teaching tradition is the development of mental skills, critical thinking, and
debate…students learn by communicating … Critical discussions and debates are hence
emphasized and valued” (Kühnen, Van Egmond, Haber, Kuschel, Özelsel, Rossi, &
Spivak, 2011, p. 60). This Western view of teaching and learning contrasts sharply with
that of the East, which requires that “authorities must be treated with a great deal of
respect in order to maintain a harmonious relationship with them. Learning is seen as an
effortful process … one can only engage in communication about …the learning material
after one has achieved mastery over it” (Kühnen et al., 2011, p. 62). Today, school
systems in China remain “trainer-centred” (Kirkbride & Tang, 1992), reinforcing the
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Confucian belief that students are to receive the knowledge given to them by their
teachers. According to Guo (1996), “Many Chinese learners perceived their roles as
recipients during the learning process” (Guo, 1996). Western educators teaching students
from China may find that their students prefer not speaking up in class and may wrongly
believe that the students’ reticence comes from language anxiety, but in fact, it may result
from the students’ cultural mandate instructing them that good and respectful students do
more listening than speaking. Such students may not know how to seek assistance in a
teaching and learning system so different from the one they are accustomed to.
Chinese undergraduate students are likely, first, to seek help from within
themselves, placing a large priority on personal problem-solving and internal motivation,
resulting from their formative learning years under the Confucian style of teaching and
learning. “For Confucius, learning is closely tied to hard work. He spoke of effort much
more than of ability” (see, e.g., 18:1; Tweed & Lehman, 2002).
The concept of positive and negative “face,” from Brown and Levinson’s (1978)
seminal work on politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1978), is tangentially related to the
Confucian philosophy of teaching, in that it attempts to maintain harmony and respectful
attitudes between people. The Chinese culture places a high value on positive face;
protecting “face,” both your own and the other person’s, underlies almost every personal
interaction. For educators, this means that Chinese students may be very averse to
situations in which they feel their face or another’s might be threatened. In the case of
academia, Chinese students may try to dodge situations with their professors if they
perceive the possibility of losing face is present for either themselves or their teachers.
According to Ng (2014), “Chinese students are not encouraged to speak out or to
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question what they learn and tend to avoid expressing their viewpoints for fear of being
wrong and losing face” (Ng, 2014; Tsui, 1996). Ng’s (2014) work is with Chinese
students at an English-speaking Hong Kong university; he says that merely expressing
opposing viewpoints in class goes against the Chinse cultural imperative – how much
worse would it be for a Chinese student to have to request assistance to understand the
viewpoints or to communicate more effectively in class? (Ng, 2014). With Confucian’s
emphasis on hard work and effort, a student’s failure to be successful results from, by
default, the student’s own weakness. Owning that publically (or privately with their
professor) may place, therefore, too great a risk to the student’s face. Chinese students’
show a marked preference for private struggle over the alternative: requesting assistance
from their professors, believing that to do so is an insult to their professor’s teaching
ability.
Various additional values and attitudes arrive with college students from China.
For instance, “traditional culture is reflected in … collectivism and harmony in schools”
(Bush & Haiyan, 2000, p. 58). A student’s reluctance to do solely individual work
without conferring with peers may be a result of the deep cultural value for shared
experience and assistance to each other, while to a Western educator this behavior may
make the student appear to be underprepared or unable to complete the assignment on
their own. Gan, Humphreys, and Hamp-Lyons, (2004) report some very interesting
student insight about the role that culture plays in in language learning:
Some successful students [SS] touched upon the issue of culture, suggesting that
learning a language means learning its culture as well, and that neglect of culture
could bring about bad consequences. An example reported by one of the
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successful students was difficulty in understanding the meaning of the slang
phrase "before Jack Robinson can kill you," which prompted him to write the
following entry in his diary: ‘Chinese students do not start with the target culture,
custom or idioms when they learn English. Instead, they begin with grammar. So
what they say and write is grammatically correct but may be culturally
inappropriate, or lack a genuine foreign flavor.’ (SS) Failure to understand
English humor was also regarded as culture-bound: ‘While I was reading an
English humor book, I could not understand some of the humor. Perhaps it
originates from the Bible and things like that in Western culture. Our English
learning is always separated from its culture. Thus, we lack such a cultural
background.’ (Gan, Humphreys, & Hamp-Lyons, 2004)
Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
In addition to the cultural differences that can hinder or prevent student success,
researchers should also consider the linguistic concerns inhibiting students from taking
advantage of the help available to them in the form of faculty and staff at the college.
Some of these issues are: difficulty in adapting to college-level academic writing in
English, lack of conversational fluency in English with peers, insufficient communicative
competence to participate at the same rate as others in classroom discussions, and an
absence of the vocabulary words that would assist someone in requesting help. This last
concern, especially, is somewhat of a hybrid issue, sharing responsibility with the above
mentioned cultural barriers in preventing help-seeking behaviors. (The cultural
imperative of not losing face, combined with needing to express a weakness and request

23

assistance, while not having the right vocabulary, can result in a student returning to their
default coping strategy of simply working harder, independently.)
“Academic adjustment problems for international students tend to focus on
language issues” (Andrade, 2006, p. 135). In Brunton and Jeffrey’s (2014) study on
empowerment, they found “the strongest influence on empowerment was the level of
prior knowledge of the English language... those with the lowest levels of English
language are most likely to have problems adjusting. Others have found that prior
knowledge to be the single largest influence on successful learning" (Brunton & Jeffrey,
2014, p. 326).
It is reasonable to conclude that students from China have a number of cultural
and linguistic barriers to seeking academic assistance while studying in the United States.
Western educators would probably agree that the number of students who actually seek
help is much smaller than the number of students who they think should be asking for
help. Perrine et al. (1995) address this reality in their study: “we explored most explicitly
the third step of this process: Do students realize that faculty members are a viable source
of support? Even if students view faculty as a source of support, asking for support is not
always easy” (Perrine et al., 1995, p. 43). Some researchers go so far as to say that
students who refuse to seek academic assistance are essentially disengaging from their
work: “Avoidance of help seeking refers to the situation where students know that they
need help but fail to seek it, which represents an intentional act to cease or avoid
engagement with their academic works” (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997, p. 329). A more
balanced approach may be, however, for educators to view the student as an engaged, if
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culturally insulated, owner in their own educational experience and to work in tandem
with them in overcoming the linguistic and cultural barriers to their academic success.
The literature mentions occasional encouraging work where the faculty
relationship with non-native English speaking students is a positive influence for seeking
academic and/or linguistic assistance. “A few recent efforts have reported that intentions
of seeking help are related to the personal relationship between the student and the
teacher” (Kenndy, 1997, p. 11; Newman & Schwager, 1993). Perrine et al. (1995) say
that “students were more likely to seek help if the syllabus states that the faculty member
is available for out-of-class assistance” (Perrine et al., 1995, p. 41). The intercultural
competence of both the host country faculty and the student plays an incredibly important
role in the non-native English speaking student’s decision to seek assistance (Brunton &
Jeffrey, 2014).
Speech Acts
Searle’s (1975) work, “Indirect Speech Acts,” informs us that multiple meanings,
intentions, and interpretations are possible in a given utterance. The question, for
example, “Are you tall enough to grab that pitcher?” is not truly a question about the
listener’s height relative to the location of the pitcher. It is, rather, the speaker’s request
for assistance in collecting a pitcher that is out of the speaker’s reach. The speaker’s
actual request (for the listener to hand the pitcher to the speaker) is able to be inferred in
the utterance (as opposed to stated literally) by almost any native English speaker. “In
indirect speech acts the speaker communicates to the hearer more than he actually says by
way of relying on their mutually shared background information, both linguistic and
nonlinguistic, together with the general powers of rationality and inference on the part of
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the hearer” (Searle, 1975, p. 60). A listener who interprets the utterance literally will
respond with a simple “yes or no” answer, probably to the annoyance of the speaker. In
this instance, the irritation would result from the listener’s apparent refusal to assist the
speaker, which damages the face of the speaker. By requesting assistance, the speaker
risks their face, albeit indirectly, by daring to impose on the other person (which exposes
the requester to a possible negative response). When the unhelpful listener does not take
the opportunity to protect the speaker’s face with a positive response, they violate the
common cultural norms of politeness.
Were the listener to say, “No” to the question, indicating that they are in fact, not
tall enough to reach the picture and are unable to help, there would be no annoyance from
the speaker directed at the listener, especially if the listener had the grace to appear
unhappy that their physical limitations rendered them unable to help the requester. Native
speakers of English have no trouble understanding that the utterance is in fact a request
for help. “…Speech-act theory asserts that the most basic units of human communication
are not linguistic expressions, but rather the performance of certain "speech acts"… the
learning of a language entails of course mastering the many functional speech acts of that
language” (Bornmann, 1999, p. 15). As Searle (1975) says, (italics mine),
The problem posed by indirect speech acts is the problem of how it is possible for
the speaker to say one thing and mean that but also to mean something else. And
since meaning consists in part in the intention to produce understanding in the
hearer, a large part of that problem is that of how it is possible for the hearer to
understand the indirect speech act when the sentence he hears and understands
means something else.” (Searle, 1975, p. 60)

26

Non-native speakers of English, therefore, must master not only the literal meanings of
words and phrases, but also must learn the subtlety of nuance and hidden meanings in
indirect speech acts.
Speech acts are the product of the culture in which they were created, which
means that non-native speakers of English must learn to recognize and understand speech
acts used in spoken English, as they do with any other element of English (Yu, 2004).
Speech act theory proves that knowing grammar and vocabulary is not enough to prevent
miscommunication or to aid understanding in every circumstance (Bornmann, 1999).
“The distinctive pragmatic aspects of English must be explicitly taught in order to avoid
confusion and potential misunderstandings. Language teachers must do more than simply
supply their students with grammar and vocabulary” (Bornmann, 1999, p. 15). Speakers
of Mandarin Chinese, too, have speech acts to which they are accustomed, which would
bewilder non-native Chinese speakers. “Chinese students exhibit patterns of
communicative behavior that are … vastly different from native speakers of English.
These unique cultural patterns require special attention from English language educators”
(Bornmann, 1999, p. 15). What follows is an example of culture-rich speech acts and
politeness in a typical invitation to dinner between two people from Chinese, provided by
Gu (1990):
In Chinese, it is rare that a successful performance of inviting is realized in a
single utterance. It more often than not takes several talk exchanges…the number
of talk exchanges completing a successful inviting-transaction average three. A
general pattern emerges:
(i)

A: inviting
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B: declining (giving reasons for doing so)
(ii)

A: inviting again (refuting B's reasons, minimizing linguistically cost to
self, etc.)
B: declining again (defending his/her reasons, etc.)

(iii)

A: insisting on B's presence (refuting, persuading, minimizing
linguistically cost to self)
B: accepting (conditionally or unconditionally)

… In Chinese culture, it is much easier to issue an invitation than to accept one.
Although issuing an invitation places the inviter's face (positive face, according to
Brown and Levinson's distinction) at risk, it is intrinsically polite. Since it
manifests the inviter's observance of the Generosity Maxim, i.e., maximizing
benefit to other (at the motivational level). Accepting an invitation, on the other
hand, (1) renders the invitee indebted to the inviter, (2) goes against the Tact
Maxim which requires the invitee to minimize cost to other, and (3) risks the
invitee's face, for he might be seen as being greedy, if the inviter were in actual
fact merely paying lip-service or issuing the invitation out of sheer consideration
of formality. These three factors are at odds with the invitee's desire to accept it.
A skilful (sic) invitee can use his language in such a way that s/he has her/his cake
and eats it too. (Gu, 1990, pp. 253-254)
For educators in the United States, some types of language, especially requests,
can be particularly off-putting when the requester does not use speech acts in culturally
correct forms. “In Western culture, certain speech acts tend to be considered FTAs [facethreatening acts] because the asymmetric power relations … often are not recognized;
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thus, requests or commands are seen as very face-threatening” (Yu, 2003, p. 1694). A
Chinese student, therefore, making a request such as, “I placed a paper on your desk.
Please sign it,” risks a certain amount of annoyance (at least) or alienation (at worst) from
their North American professor by appearing to command the professor and leveling the
power hierarchy between them. Yu (2003) continues: “By contrast, in Chinese culture,
there appears to be no such lack of recognition of relative power, so that face redress may
not be that much of a concern” (Yu, 2003, p. 1694). In China, the power hierarchy
separating student from professor is so ingrained that there is no fear that an imperative
from a student to a professor means anything other than a straightforward request.
BICS and CALP
Jim Cummins’ (1980) long-standing work on language acquisition provides
distinctions between the types of language skills a person acquires, in which order they
are normally acquired, and the usual length of time it may take a person to acquire them.
“There are clear differences in acquisition and developmental patterns between
conversational language and academic language, or BICS and CALP” (Cummins, 1999,
p. 1). BICS, or Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills, are generally the first parts of
language learned; these include “accent, oral fluency, and sociolinguistic competency”
(Cummins, 1980). To generalize, a person who takes a cab to meet their English-speaking
friend for lunch, then goes grocery shopping, and finally makes their way home by train
is operating with strong BICS skills. They would have had to use many BICS skills to
accomplish that: communicating with their driver, chatting and catching up over lunch,
reading ingredients and prices at the grocery store, and then reading train routes and
getting back home again.
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Operating with strong BICS is an essential element of language and those who
struggle with BICS may well be brand-new language learners. However, these
conversational skills are only a fraction of the knowledge needed in language acquisition.
CALP, or Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency, is so crucial to language
development that it is often portrayed as the submerged part of an Iceberg (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Cummins’ Adaptation of Roger Shuy's (1976) 'iceberg metaphor.’
Cummins, J. (1980). The construct of language proficiency in bilingual education. In J. E.
Alatis (Ed). Georgetown University Round Table on Languages and Linguistics 1980.
(pp 81-103). Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press.

Here, Cummins (1980) states that the
'visible' language proficiencies of pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, which are
manifested in everyday interpersonal communicative situations, are above the
surface, but the cognitive/academic language proficiency required to manipulate
or reflect upon these surface features outside of immediate interpersonal contexts
is below the surface. (Cummins, 1980, p. 84)
CALP, just like the largest part of the iceberg, is “invisible” beneath the surface BICS
abilities in a language learner and has the same ability to utterly sink a student who
appears to be, otherwise, very competent in their language skills. A student who is
competent in BICS may still be in the early language learning stages for CALP, so, while
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they may be conversationally fluent, they could still show dramatic inadequacies in their
academic or cognitive performance. CALP takes time and the elements of CALP, like
literacy, vocabulary, inference, reporting, and synthesizing, usually continue to develop
long past our education is over (Cummins, 1999).
Historical Cohort Culture
There is new work underway in understanding “birth cohorts” or “generational
cohorts;” these are synonymous with the discussions of the “generation gap” in the 1970s
and 1980s. Ryder (1965) explains “Cohort culture” or “cohort experience” as
…birth cohort, those persons born in the same time interval and aging together.
Each new cohort makes fresh contact with the contemporary social heritage and
carries the impress of the encounter through life … The members of any cohort
are entitled to participate in only one slice of life - their unique location in the
stream of history. (Ryder, 1965, p. 844)
Questions still abound regarding the experiences of people of the same “birth cohort” but
who did not grow up in the same country. A 20-year-old student from China and a 20year-old from Louisiana may have the same birth year, but their childhood experiences,
music, activities, and interests will be hugely different. If these two students are placed
together at a university as roommates, what do they have in common on which to build a
new friendship? Ryder (1965) intimates this question in his example of an immigrant
raising children in his new country:
An experiential chasm between cohorts also occurs when immigration or
colonization produces an intersection of two cultures. The European immigrant
arriving in the New World identified himself with an ethnic group resembling the
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culture in which he was raised. [However] His children went to American
schools, chose American playmates, and often escaped from the subculture. The
parents' inadequacy as a basis for orientation toward the new society reinforced
the children's resort to peer groups. (Ryder, 1965, p. 850)
While that example refers to a generational gap as well as an experiential gap, it points
out the opportunity for feelings of extreme “otherness,” even in the above example’s own
family.
Summary of the Literature Review
International students at institutions in the United States who are non-native
speakers of English will face typically difficult battles in their academic lives. It is
untenable to report that these battles are either more or less difficult than those of the
average domestic student, because one person’s unique struggles cannot be quantified
and compared with another’s struggles. However, international students who elect to join
an institution in the United States may have internal resources which have, heretofore,
been sufficient to enable the student to enjoy enough success in their home country that
endeavoring to study internationally is a real choice that they were able to undertake,
with reasonable self-assurance of success. Upon arrival in the United States, those
students may face the an unexpected surprise of finding that their language and cultural
adaptation skills have not prepared them enough for the challenges inherent with living in
a language and culture not their own, for a significant period of time. When these
students realize that they need academic and/or linguistic help, do they know how to find
it? Do they know how to ask for it successfully? Western educators should be aware of
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the quiet crisis that their Chinese students may be experiencing and exhibit good
intercultural competency skills in efforts to assist them.
Faculty, international educators, school administrators, and support service staff
should be cognizant of the varied cultural barriers preventing academic and/or linguistic
help-seeking behaviors. Ideally, the audience of this project will discover ways to discern
when a student may need assistance early, thereby preventing academic or social crisis.
Faculty may learn from this study how to identify any common help-seeking behaviors
displayed by students from China that might be easily missed by non-Chinese faculty
members. The researcher hopes this study may encourage faculty members to see each
international student as an opportunity for their own development in areas such as
problem-solving and mentoring across cultures, intercultural communicative competence,
and advocacy for the underrepresented student populations in their classrooms.
Understanding the linguistic, cultural, and sometimes simply logistical barriers to seeking
academic help will assist administrators and faculty in removing those barriers from
students’ paths to educational resources. Ideally, research in this area could result in new
practices at the educators’ level that encourages help-seeking behaviors in students from
China.
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Chapter 3
Research Method
Introduction
There are many categories of qualitative research, each with unique methods to
discovering the phenomena and the research participants’ relationships to the phenomena,
such as the narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study
research methods. As this project sought to explore the lived experiences of Chinese
undergraduate students at LUS University, particularly regarding their incidents and
realities in linguistic and/or cultural barriers (or perceived barriers) to their efforts in
seeking academic help, a phenomenological approach was the best suited (Polkinghorne,
1989).
A phenomenological study is ideal for discovering the meanings ascribed to the
phenomenon being studied by the several people who experienced and then sharing their
descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon with the reader (Creswell, 2007).
This method asks questions about the meaning of an experience; about the deep, essential
elements of the phenomenon being studied; and what it implies for the participants or
population who have experienced it (Patton, 2002).
Phenomenology draws from philosophical, psychological, and educational
disciplines. In a phenomenological study, the researcher collects data in multiple ways,
primarily individual interviews. Other common means of data collection are: reviewing
documents from or about the participants, observing the participants as they experience
the phenomenon, and analyzing participants’ artwork. The researcher analyses the data
by combing through the participants’ statements, actions, or representations for
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significant themes, meaning units, textural and structural description, and descriptions of
the “essence” of the phenomenon. The researcher codes these statements into themes and
categories and provides a written report describing the essence of the lived experience
shared by the participants (Creswell, 2007).
The goal of this project was to understand the lived experiences of several
undergraduate students from China who had considered seeking, or had sought, academic
assistance, but faced language- or culture-based barriers to receiving help. The project’s
scope was limited to the phenomenon of seeking academic help and facing linguistic
and/or cultural barriers, but the possibility for future study includes virtually all aspects of
an non-native English speaking person’s life: social (social settings, conversation, joke
telling and receiving, small talk); logistic (housing, utilities, police interactions, legal
agreements); professional (starting a new job, communicating effectively with coworkers,
negotiating salary and promotion, understanding benefits) and services (doctor’s visits,
education/daycare for children, shopping, restaurants), etc.
Assumptions of Qualitative Research
Patton (2002) provides a list of key assumptions possible in qualitative research.
He says that the “world is patterned; those patterns are knowable and explainable.” He
also reports the assumption that “human and societal problems can be understood and
solved with knowledge” (Patton, 2002, p. 224). This project supports both of those
assumptions, though the data come from five unique sources without identical
experiences. Even in the face of five exquisitely different experiences, patterns have
emerged in this project’s data which, when combined with knowledge generated by other
researchers’ work, will be knowable and will be explainable. Additionally, the problems
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these participants explained to me may be understood and possibly solved through a
better understanding of the entirety of the problem’s context and causes.
Rationale for Using a Qualitative Approach
There is an insufficient amount of previously done research on the linguistic
barriers to academic help-seeking behavior experienced by Chinese undergraduate
students, which means that virtually any start to researching this topic would have to
begin small.
1. Qualitative studies are known for having smaller participant sizes; for
being concerned with meaning, belief, values, and experiences; and for an
in-field data collection process (Creswell, 2007). With no grounded theory
available yet on this topic, I selected a phenomenological approach (a
qualitative research method) in order to collect a few, extremely detailed
accounts from those people who have lived the experience I am
researching.
2. Qualitative research methods produce data in three ways: by conducing
open ended interviews, by observing the population being studied, and by
referencing documents supplied by or pertaining to the participants
(Patton, 2002). Conducting interviews with this project’s participants was
the best way to gather the data: the participants were available, were
interested in speaking on the topic, and were well-informed on the subject
of their own experiences. Starks and Brown Trinidad (2007) remark that
such “data from only a few individuals who have experienced the
phenomenon—and who can provide a detailed account of their
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experience—might suffice to uncover its core elements” (Starks & Brown
Trinidad, 2007, p. 1375).
3. Qualitative research methods are tools to help researchers “delve into
questions of meaning, examine institutional and social practices and
processes, identify barriers and facilitators to change, and discover the
reasons for the success or failure of interventions” (Starks & Brown
Trinidad, 2007, p. 1372). A key element of my project, barriers to
academic help-seeking behaviors, is on par with especially one of these
goals: ‘identifying barriers and facilitating change’, all in the hope that the
end result is “useful and well received” (Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007,
p. 1372).
Role of the Researcher
Qualitative researchers must “bracket” or, set aside, their own experiences and
viewpoints as much as possible to avoid bias and unintentionally influencing the
participants’ answers during data collection processes. My own personal experiences in
China and professional responsibilities involving undergraduate students from China
made bracketing quite a pronounced challenge. To begin with, my innate positive regard
for the history, culture, and people of China made this population an exciting option for
study. Knowing all too well that these students face significant challenges in US
universities and colleges made me sympathetic to their circumstances and pushed me to
engage in the problems they encounter. I often associate with colleagues and friends who
are from China. I have also traveled to China; while I have only spent an accumulation of
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six weeks in China, the positive experiences I have had there do influence my first
impressions of people from China.
Professionally, I am employed as a student immigration specialist at a private
liberal arts college in the mid-south; in this capacity, I have advised over 100 Chinese
students during the past 13 years on virtually all college-related matters, as well as many
non-college-related matters. Immigration concerns can be frightening, now more than
ever; at times I have seen very poor, actually detrimental, help-seeking behaviors and
attitudes from Chinese students. I routinely receive negative messages from faculty
members at my institution about their students from China. The most frequent complaints
are that these students have inadequate English language preparation and an utter lack of
participation in in-class discussions.
These experiences and viewpoints may produce bias while completing this
project. In the trademark practice of many qualitative researchers, I have endeavored to
combat bias by exercising excellent note-taking skills and reflecting frequently on the
participants’ responses, while taking frequent note of my own assumptions when they
arise.
Sampling Method
This project used purposeful sampling, which allowed me to select participants
considered most likely to be “information-rich” in the phenomenon being studied. By
using information-rich participants, I had the ability to report genuine insight and
understanding on this particular phenomenon, as experienced by these participants (as
opposed to empirical generalizations). The sampling was as homogeneous as possible,
allowing me to describe the particular subgroup in depth (Patton, 2002).
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At the time this study commenced, there were 96 undergraduate students from
China enrolled at LUS University. I asked a number of colleagues in several departments
at LUS University for help in contacting these students and securing participants for this
project. The departments included the local Confucius Institute, the Chinese Student
Association, and the International Student Services Office. First, I wrote a message
containing an explanation of the project, an invitation to participate, and a link to a
survey to collect demographic and contact information. (The demographic information
was vital in making sure I could select as homogenous a group as possible to invite to the
study. The contact information, including “preferred name,” was important for
establishing rapport with the participants, as well as for the practical needs of being able
to reach them). I sent this message to my colleagues, who then forwarded it to all of the
Chinese undergraduate students they were in touch with at LUS University.
Five undergraduate students completed the survey and agreed (over email) to an
initial meeting and interview. These five undergraduates ultimately participated in the
project.
Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
General Phenomenological Data Collection Procedures
Generally, in a phenomenological study, the first step the researcher undertakes is
acknowledging the philosophical assumptions that will be present in the study (Creswell,
2007). Creswell adds the four prominent philosophical perspectives summarized by
Stewart and Mickunas’s (1990) work:


A return to the philosophical tasks of philosophy…a return to the Greek
conception of philosophy as a search for wisdom.
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A philosophy without presuppositions… suspending all judgements about
what is real…until they are founded on a more certain basis.



The intentionality of consciousness…reality of an object [the phenomenon
being studied] is inextricably related to one’s consciousness of it.



The refusal of the subject-object dichotomy…the reality of an object [the
phenomenon being studied] is only perceived within the meaning of the
experience of an individual. (Creswell, 2007, pp. 58-59)

Next, the researcher collects data from people who have lived the experience
being investigated, usually via individual interviews, and often combined with another
method of data collection, such as reviewing documents, making observations, and
examining participant artwork. Moustakas (1994) recommends asking two broad, general
questions about the phenomenon during participant interviews: the first question asks
about the participant’s own experiences related to the phenomenon, and the second
question asks about the outside influences which have an effect on the participant’s
experiences with the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Asking questions like these
specifically target the kind of information that helps most phenomenological researchers
to understand the essence of the experience shared by the participants (Creswell, 2007).
Data Collection Procedure for this Project
I conducted private, semi-structured interviews with the five participants who
responded to my invitation to participate. I began each interview with a thorough
explanation of the study; the participants’ risks, benefits, and expectations for
confidentiality; their permission to audio tape the interview, and an explanation of
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informed consent. Each participant signed an informed consent document and they were
each given a copy to keep for their reference.
I conducted all interviews at the library on the main campus of LUS University in
July, August, October, and November 2016, and January 2017. I did not expect the rather
wide intervals between interviews; in fact, I had hoped to have all interviews completed
in a four-week time span. However, ongoing scheduling difficulties between myself and
the participants necessitated a more flexible interviewing schedule. On the positive side,
this extended time frame allowed for the immediate transcription and review of almost
every interview. In a few cases, the interviews were close enough together that the
interviews were transcribed in the same sitting.
The interviews lasted between 45 to 60 minutes each and were audio taped (I used
a digital voice recorder). I employed a Counseling Psychology PhD student at LUS
University to assist with the transcription work, paying careful attention to adhere to the
measures put in place to protect the anonymity of the participants.
Having access to the transcriptions immediately following interviews allowed me
to be flexible in my approach during consecutive interviews with the same participants. It
also helped me prepare for interviews by reviewing the transcripts to remind me of which
questions were problematic, which ones produced good results, and which direction I
should take in subsequent interviews. Throughout the interviewing phase of this project,
being in constant touch with the raw data helped to inform my interview pace and focus.
It became evident that the phenomenon had been thoroughly explored when
participants’ responses began to closely align with each other and no new significant
insights, experiences, or thoughts were being described by the participants. At the
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conclusion of this data saturation, I stopped interviewing and began coding the data in the
transcriptions.
Additionally, as part of the ongoing immersion in the data, I kept a researcher’s
journal for the duration of the project, starting with the first interview. I used this journal
for reflection after the interviews and for the many times when I became aware of my
own biases and preconceived assumptions. I recorded these in the journal, writing down
my memories, experiences, and biases/prejudices, and then questioned their origins and
overall impact and significance on the study.
General Phenomenological Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis for phenomenological studies seek to culminate in several “significant
statements” from each participant, which are combined together to generate the overall
themes of the experience as lived by each participant. Finally, the researcher provides a
written report describing the essence, or the “essential, invariant structure” of the lived
experience shared by the participants (Creswell, 2007).
Data Analysis Procedure for this Project
The first stage in coding was identifying categories that ran through each interview. I
had initially planned to code the data immediately following transcriptions, but ultimately
I waited until all the transcriptions were complete before beginning the coding work, for
two reasons:
1) I was apprehensive about coding the earliest interviews without having spoken to
all the participants at least once, as the later participants may have had different
viewpoints; I was wary of starting to code, believing one or two sets of
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viewpoints were important, only to find later that the rest of the data did not
support them.
2) I knew that it would be difficult for me, working full-time, to find large chunks of
time dedicated only to coding, but I also knew that I preferred to do the coding in
only a few sittings, so as to maintain both a bird’s-eye view of the data en masse,
as well as to have as much immersion in the data, in as compact an amount of
time, as possible. I therefore planned a series of three to four hours coding work
over two weeks, followed by four solid seven-hour days of reviewing the coding,
checking for errors and eliminating unnecessary categories. This strategy worked
very well; I never needed to refresh my memory about previous coding decisions
or even which participant said what: concentrating on only this task with minimal
distraction honed my focus and aided my retention of the material.
As I have said, after receipt of the final transcript, I began prepping to code the raw
data. I loaded the transcripts into an Excel spreadsheet with special columns to the right
of the transcriptions for me to record “Notes”, “Codes”, “Categories”, and “Significant
Statements.” On the first pass through the data, I made preliminary notes using phrases
that were ultimately as unique as each of the participants’ experiences. For instance, the
following several preliminary notes refer to general help-seeking behavior that several
students explained to me. These notes, though all lumped under the heading of “help
seeking behavior” are unique to the situations experienced by the students; for example,
see: “asking teacher for help with grammar”, “he went to her after class”, and “she raises
her hand in class.”
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Categories
The first time through the transcripts was an extremely rich encounter with the
data, experiencing the similarities, differences, and possible categories evident in the
recorded experiences. It was exciting to see the commonalities in this population
materialize right in front of me on the screen. When I noticed these possible categories in
the data, I jotted them down in a separate part of the spreadsheet so I could refer back to
them later. The initial list of possible categories grew rapidly until about halfway through
that initial review of the data. There were occasional bursts of new types of experiences
after that mid-way point, but most of those were either tied to a very particular and/or
unique incident with a participant, or they were experiences only told to me by one
participant (even if they shared them multiple times). These were not, ultimately, a true
commonality among the participant population. By the end of this first stage, 34 unique
categories had emerged.
Once I had this complete list of categories, I went back through all of the
transcriptions and reviewed each of my earlier assessments to be sure that I had given the
data consistent treatment. I then reviewed all of the transcripts one additional time,
sorting the statements by their codes in order to review them out of context, to re-confirm
that the statements were coded correctly. Overall, these first three rounds through the data
were time-intensive and more than one mental hurdle had to be leapt before I saw any
clear direction dictated by the data.
Themes
The next stage in the analysis was to organize the many categories into larger
themes, establishing groups for these categories based on shared traits. Ultimately, five
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unique themes emerged. Unlike the categories that arose from the first rounds with the
data, the larger themes were quick to appear and, when they did, there were no
ambiguities about which category belonged to which theme. The categories fit perfectly
into the themes.
Significant Statements
I searched through the data a fifth time for significant statements made by the
participants. There were over 900 statements coded in the data which I identified as
significant. Along with their own verbatim significant statements, I also explored the data
and my understanding of the participants’ experiences for clues to understand the broad,
all-encompassing ideas that adequately stated the essence of the phenomenon these
students experienced. These cumulative significant statements are recorded in the
“Emerging Themes” section of Chapter 4 and are the end result of the coding work. They
will communicate to the reader the core, essential nature of this phenomenon I have been
researching: what it is like to seek academic help from a faculty member and to face
linguistic or cultural barriers when doing so.
This finished project report describes the essence of this experience lived by the
participants of this study, as described by the significant statements distilled from the
data. In keeping with the general procedure for phenomenological studies, I have
provided textural and structural descriptions in the following chapter to reveal the essence
of the experiences shared by these people.
Reliability/Validity Procedures
Triangulation is important for strengthening the reliability and validity of a
phenomenological study. Taken from land surveying, the term “triangulation” conveys
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the metaphor of a person trying to pinpoint their location using two clear landmarks
(Patton, 2002). The point of triangulation is not to achieve the same result using different
approaches, but rather to “test for such consistency” (Patton, 2002, p. 248). There are
several ways triangulation may be achieved; in this project, I employ “investigator
triangulation,” or, “the use of several different researchers or evaluators,” (Patton, 2002,
p. 247) to test the accuracy of the data.
This research is not generalizable, due to its small sample size and its reliance on
individual responses. I have faithfully documented my practices to prove the authenticity
of the data and the quality of the analysis. This satisfies one source out of the three
required for triangulation.
This project resulted in new information on this topic. I have carefully connected
the research findings to existing literature; the findings either support or expand upon
sources related to this topic. This satisfies the second source of the three required for
triangulation.
I utilized an expert informant to assist in data interpretation and analysis. The
expert informant is a faculty member at a neighboring college who is situated precisely at
the intersection between “Chinese student” and “American faculty member.” She is a
Chinese citizen who completed her undergraduate degree in China and her graduate and
doctoral degrees in the United States. At the time of this study, she had been a faculty
member in the United States for two years. This expert informant contributes to the
validity of this study by serving as the final source out of the three required for
triangulation.
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Ethical Considerations
This was an IRB-approved study with human participants. Each participant signed
an informed consent statement explaining the project, the request for participation, what
the participant may experience while being part of the study, and the risks inherent in the
study; a copy of the informed consent statement was given to the participants to keep. I
made every effort to protect the participants’ confidentiality and the raw data was made
available only to myself, the expert informant, and my dissertation chair (Patton, 2002).
Summary
Choosing a qualitative research method was appropriate for this project because
of the small size of the population, the focus on the population’s experiences, values,
thoughts, and feelings about the phenomenon being studied, and because there is
insufficient research on this topic in the current literature. The phenomenological
research method will help the reader understand what it was like to have experienced the
phenomena being studied: seeking academic help as a Chinese undergraduate student and
meeting linguistic or cultural barriers.
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Chapter 4
Results
Introduction
This study explored the lived experiences of Chinese undergraduate students
when they met linguistic and/or cultural barriers after seeking academic help. Since this
project was examining unquantifiable experiences, values, and beliefs, I used a
qualitative research method, specifically, transcendental phenomenology. There is very
little literature on this topic; phenomenology is well-suited for the initial foray into
inquiries lacking existing data or research (Patton, 2002). Phenomenological methods are
adept at exploring the true, deep essence of an experience or phenomenon and
establishing the ground work for future inquiries. The fundamental quality of a
phenomenological project is that it distills and records the memories, thoughts and
feelings associated with the experience in such a way that the reader understands, as
closely as possible, what the experience may truly have been like.
The research question underlying this project is: “For undergraduate students
from China, what are the linguistic help-seeking behaviors, as well as the linguistic and
cultural barriers, encountered in US academic culture?” Several related questions, such
as, “What are the experiences like when students request academic assistance from a
faculty member?” “Do the experiences get easier with practice?”, and “What are the
linguistic help-seeking behaviors used by this population?” also guided my inquiry.
This section of the project will introduce the participants, unveil the categories
and themes which emerged from the data, and elaborate on the themes and significant
statements extracted from the data.
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Summary of Participants
I collected data from five individuals who were each uniquely equipped to discuss
the phenomenon being studied, as they had experienced the phenomenon first-hand. Up
to this point in this report, I have only discussed the five individuals who actually
participated in the project. There were, actually, 15 respondents to my initial
demographic survey inviting participation. These additional 10 respondents ranged in age
from 23-36 years old, they were all native Mandarin Chinese speakers, and they were all
graduate-level students. The focus of my project was addressing the barriers experienced
by undergraduate students, particularly because this demographic has had such
significant growth in the last several years (Open Doors, 2015), so I strategically selected
only the five undergraduate students to participate.
Each of these five individuals were Mandarin Chinese speakers at home, were
completing their undergraduate degree from LUS University, and were close in age to
each other. Table 1 reports several relevant features of the group of participants.
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Table 1
Participant Demographic Information
Demographic Features of Participant Population
Native Language
Chinese (Mandarin)
Shanghainese (a dialect of Mandarin Chinese)
Academic Standing
Sophomore
Senior
Major
Finance
Electrical Engineering
Hospitality and Resort Management
Hospitality and Resort Management, Asian Studies and International
Trade
Age
20
21
23

N
4
1
3
2
1
1
2
1

2
1
2

Participant Narratives
Later in this chapter I discuss the categories and themes arising from the data and
I summarize the significant statements describing the essence of the phenomenon of
needing academic help and meeting linguistic or cultural barriers in doing so. For this
section, I have attempted to introduce the participants in their words so the reader may
get a sense of the participants’ values and a sampling of the experiences which were
relevant to this project. What follows are brief descriptions of each participant’s
experiences with this phenomenon. At times, the participant statements contain
information in [brackets]: these are words which I have added for context to assist the
reader’s comprehension. The participants and our interviews are seen below in Table 2
(please note that these are not the participants’ real names).
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Table 2
Participant Interview Information

Byron
Yeats
Yerby
Zwicky
Angelou

Number of
Interviews
2
1
2
1
2

Participant Byron
Byron is a sophomore at LUS University. He and I spoke together twice. He’s
from a crowded city in China that is known for tourism. He studied Geology for a year at
a university in China, but disliked his major. Byron began looking into his academic
options but had several unsuccessful attempts to change his major to something he was
more passionate about in China. Since his older sister was in her fifth year in a PhD
program at LUS University, he decided to transfer to LUS’ English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) program with the intention of going directly into an undergraduate
degree program in electrical engineering. He had completed his five-month EAP program
one week prior to our first conversation. I asked him to think back to his challenges in the
first week in the EAP program:
Byron: The first time I was just very nervous because my English is so poor
and…they just don't know what I mean to say. It's so hard for me to understand
other people. But the teachers who will try to speak slowly, and make you
understand. But … when you go outside to buy something, or go to the restroom
… they just speak so fast, and you just don't know what they have said.
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He expressed being comfortable with several help-seeking behaviors, such as
going to talk with his faculty during their office hours or before/after class times. He also
enjoyed speaking with his professors about non-academic topics, such as Pokémon GO (a
virtual reality game). He often referred to his friends and his church community as
helpful resources for him (in fact, they recommended the electrical engineering major for
him). He mentioned a time when he was upset and confused by a cultural
misunderstanding with one of his EAP professors; because of his limited English skills,
he couldn’t elaborate on the sense of danger his Chinese friends had experienced with
local transportation:
Byron: I was talking about um a bus … and it’s very small thing, but maybe is a
misunderstanding … many Chinese friends told me the bus not safe. Even they
just don’t take it. And my teacher just disagree me and he’s very serious and he’s
telling me ‘If you never take that bus, you cannot say, “not safe.”’
When I asked him what academic skills he would recommend for any new
freshman student at LUS from China, he said they would need study skills, internet
search skills, and a great deal of practice speaking English in social settings. He also
mentioned that he had had little experience with social activities in English until he
arrived at LUS, and it would have benefitted him to have had some English training in
this area.
Our second conversation took place in late October during Byron’s first semester
as a full-time undergraduate student. Byron found that his Sophomore-level courses at
LUS were more difficult than both his course work at his university in China and his EAP
program:
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Byron: I think it's the class in the college [LUS University] is different from the
class in EAP and also it's different from the classes in China … in both EAP and
in China, I probably just listen to the professor and just take some note and it's
very … easy to do because it didn't needed to use your brain a lot.
The most remarkable thing about Byron’s academic skills was his adaptability to
his courses’ different language priorities. In his Music Appreciation course, his professor
used massive amounts of text on the lecture PowerPoints. It was easier for Byron to tune
the professor out, instead reading the PowerPoint and taking notes/writing, while
reading the text book outside of class. In his Introduction to Art course, however, he
listened to the professor and took notes/writing from her lecture because he found that
the important material was contained in her text and lecture, not in the PowerPoint. By
prioritizing which language skills to use, he was more successful than if he were trying to
do all three at once: reading (the PowerPoint), listening (to the professor), and writing
(his notes).
Participant Yeats
Yeats is a woman from a large urban center in China. She and I spoke one time.
She has family in the same city as LUS University and has traveled there routinely since
she was five years old. She is a high achiever who hopes to complete her undergraduate
degree in three years. In her first semester, she took 15 credit hours and discovered that
her largest difficulty was course-specific vocabulary. She has an impressive arsenal of
help-seeking behaviors and she reports using them frequently:
Yeats: [When the class starts] a new chapter I just overlook my textbook … at
least three times so I can … prepare it because I know I will have lots of questions
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during class time … [when] the classmates or the professors say something I don't
really know, I can just write down it and I don't want to waste class time so I just
listening to be a good listener … send an email to the professor and … see him or
her just one by one. [On visiting faculty members during office hours] Every time
I go there I … prepare them one sheet, like, every question I need to ask and then
I ask them and they give me answer and I just write down it.
In one course she had received As and Bs consistently on her assignments. On
one paper, however, she received a C and was confused about her grade. She asked her
professor for clarification and feedback on her paper; it turns out that the paper had been
formatted incorrectly and the professor had removed points for this:
Yeats: What he say the writing style … I always like to double spaces, uh it's,
like, I always forget it or I did the wrong thing, you know, I click it but it's wrong
but, so, I just talk to my professor so he's kind of really nice to me, so he just
change my score to B and, I mean fortunately, and my final grade is A so that's
good.
I asked her about the skills that future Chinese undergraduate students should
have. She mentioned the need to be able to live independently (despite perhaps having
had little experience with that (see Gu & Schweisfurth, 2006, and Ota, 2013) and
emphasized making friends with people who are not from China:
Yeats: Independence … if they don't really know how to cook food, it's a big
problem to them and a lot of Chinese people must learn to drive the car …
Academic skills ... they're probably have the language problem, like, don't know
what the word meaning … I think … they need to meet a lot of friends and not
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another Chinese person first … a lot of Chinese people, when they came here,
they just want to find the Chinese person or Chinese people, like, to talk ask them
how to do … basic [things].
Participant Yerby
Yerby and I spoke together twice; once by ourselves, and a second time when he
brought his friend, Zwicky, to the interview. Yerby is enrolled in a dual-degree program
with a university in China. He has completed two years in China already and one year at
LUS University; at the time of our first interview, he was in the beginning of his second
and final year as an undergraduate Hotel and Resort Management student. He arrived in
the US with plans to stay with friends for the first week while apartment-shopping; his
friends were very helpful in getting him settled in.
He described some differences between the university in China and LUS
University; many of the differences are well-documented, such as larger classes, fewer
graded assignments, and less of an opportunity to speak with the faculty. One difference,
while not exactly surprising, is perhaps less well-documented:
Yerby: I just see in here the professor the faculty they can say anything they want
to say. But maybe in China … they maybe pay attention to their speaking, you
know, because I think they do not want to say something, maybe, like, bad or
something like that … The first semester I just “Woah, the professor is sooooooo,
you know” (Researcher) Can you repeat it for me? (Yerby) Um, I um, I’m not
sure I can say that … it really surprised me … in China I never see any professor
say that word, you know … And, of course, you know, in China [if] the professor
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say some, some of the bad words, maybe all of the students will surprise and,
maybe, some students maybe will [complain].
Yerby was one of the first participants who brought up the difficulties he
experienced academically through differences in “cohort experiences” (Ryder, 1965)
between his peers at home and his peers at LUS. Understanding that language was his
largest hurdle in succeeding at LUS, he enrolled in a Children’s Literature course,
believing that he would be more comfortable with that reading level. Perhaps the
examples in the text books were at a lower reading level, but he had not anticipated that
the US students in the classroom already knew who Nancy Drew was and that his lack of
current, or pop, cultural knowledge would impact him negatively (italics mine):
Yerby: I think maybe all of the American children … maybe their parents taught
them this story or something but I never see that and I never read that so when
the professor just started this I, you know I’m really difficult to, to catch the point
even they just ha ha ha, they laughing or they just feel so sad or something, I
cannot catch that point. I didn’t know what’s funny or what’s make you sad.
This concept of cohort culture impacted Yerby in his major coursework, as well. As a
Hotel and Resort Management student, many parts of Yerby’s coursework pertained to
the service industry, but Yerby has never had a job before. In the US, it is fairly common
to arrive at college with some work experience, but this was not true in Yerby’s case
(italics mine):
Yerby: My major needs us to … to go into the hotel … to do some job in that
place and … in China I never do that, and in here I cannot do that, so I have no
any experience of that. But you know in my class the professor always … needs
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this experience maybe to explain maybe some of the academic term or some
maybe the business words or something like that so I cannot understand what they
just do for the, the job because I never saw that.
In our second interview, Yerby described a few cultural barriers to help-seeking behavior
that he has tried to overcome. He explained his perspective on what would happen if he
had tried to seek academic help from his professors back in China:
Yerby: In China if you have some problem with your homework, you should find
out for yourself first you know. It's not, you ask your professor how to do
something or that … In China, if I ask the professor, they will say ‘Why didn't
you try first’? … There is too many student, the professor cannot ask [answer] all
of the students.
As we see above, even on very difficult problems, Yerby knew that he was expected to
try to solve the problem on his own. And, if that failed, he sensed that asking the
professor would still be inappropriate because the professor would never be able to
answer questions from all of the students in the class.
Participant Zwicky
Zwicky is a sophomore in the Hotel and Resort Management major. He and I
spoke one time, in the second interview with Yerby. Initially, Zwicky was quiet and did
not seem to want to engage in the conversation; however, by the end of the interview he
had provided some remarkable statements about his experiences with the phenomenon.
His responses continued to impress me with the depth of his feelings as I read the
transcription from our interview.
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Like Yerby, Zwicky also refers to the frustrating difficulty arising from having a
completely different body of knowledge and frame of reference from the American
students in his classes. His heroes, favorite books and movies, and childhood stories are
different from those of his US peers (italics mine):
Zwicky: I can't make friend with American student uh, because we, we have
different cultural things … I'm grow up in China, they grow up in America, we
have different culture, we have a different knowledge about so we can't, we have
no topic to talk about.
Participant Angelou
Angelou and I spoke twice. She spent several years in the United States as a high
school student and has an American host family in Mississippi. Her communicative skills
in English are impressive, and she is a successful student and English user. It may be
important to the reader to know that Angelou speaks rapidly and relies heavily on facial
expression and tone of voice to communicate. Her host family has been advising her
heavily for years about English and American cultural norms, so Angelou is very
advanced in help-seeking behaviors. In this group of participants, she is an outlier; she
would be an exceptional person to consider for a case study.
Angelou plans to graduate this May with a double major in Hospitality and Report
Management and Asian Studies and International Trade. She was the participant with the
most to say about the slowness of the service provided by LUS University:
Angelou: I write them the email talking about this issue, I even called them about
the issue, but then they never got, just it was really slow, like, if you don't come
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by person, and don't, like, talk to them in person, it's hard to get anything done, so
it's, like, very hard to communicate with the staff over here.
She is a helpful person who sees other students from China struggling in their classes.
She says that she will often encourage them to go to their professors for help; she herself
exhibits strong help-seeking behaviors, such as meeting with faculty, requesting feedback
on her papers, and diligently pursuing any troubling issues until they are resolved.
Angelou believes that many students try to take extremely difficult courses in their first
year or two at LUS, and this hampers their progress:
Angelou: International students, they're too close to program, you know, their first
year biology is way too hard for them to do it and even [if] you talk to professors
they are like, ‘I don't even know where to start, you know, I don't speak another
language;’ they cannot explain all of these things in Chinese - even Chinese
students will not be able to explain it in Chinese.
She also says that US professors may honestly want to assist students from China, but she
suspects that their own innate sense of fairness may impede them from giving special
attention to students from China if they are not also doing that for students from the US.
Angelou mentioned an incident in her high school in Mississippi that highlights
some of the systemic differences between academic culture in China and the US. Her
teacher asked the class to write an opinion paper and, without any preparation to
comprehend what she was supposed to do, she was mystified and could not possibly have
succeeded:
Angelou: We watched the film and then, like, the teacher was saying, ‘Well, write
some of your own opinions,’ and I didn't really understand what his questions is
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and you have to write down something, you know, and I just say [writes down], ‘I
don't know; I don't understand,’ … I didn't understand what was going on.
One very interesting linguistic skill that Angelou employs is, in her words, the
skill of speaking “hard” or “soft.” When I asked her for examples, she pretended to ask
me to explain something again in a very brusque tone with only a few words; it felt like a
rude question without any softening tone or facial expression. Then she switched to her
“soft” way of asking me to explain it again and she used many markers of common
English respectful politeness: modals, “please”, “thank you”, and a lifted tone at the end
of the question to convey a sincere question.
Angelou: They [her Chinese friends] would probably do it “hard” … people feel
like you are so rude but they won't mean that [they do not mean to be rude, but
they may come across that way] because they might not having this skills of
speaking softly.
Like many students, American and otherwise, “group work” is something that
Angelou does not care for. She is a high achiever and carefully controls her schedule, so
she has found that working in groups frustrates her and slows her down. The unfairness
of grading in a group project seems to be her most visceral complaint; in cases where
some students are not doing their share of the work, Angelou makes sure that the
professor is aware of the true state of things. She produced my favorite quote of the entire
project, saying grimly:
Angelou: Yeah I knew that she knew what was going on.
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A final observation about Angelou’s language skills: she is the only one of the
participants who is able to speak about some nuances of communicative skill, such as
directness and indirectness. She is adept at both, though she prefers being direct:
Angelou: (Angelou) Well, maybe Chinese are more, like, ‘hiding’ way, but
Americans are usually a lot different… (Researcher) Do you think it would work
if you were to do a ‘hiding way’? (Angelou) I never thought about it because I've
always been a very direct person.
Data Coding
In Chapter 3, I remarked briefly on the process I undertook for the coding of the
data. As I was performing that first read through the transcriptions, it became obvious
that many of these categories would need to be expanded from just the main idea of the
category into binary distinctions. For instance, the category of “Social Interactions in
English” appeared right away in the data. At first, just coding the data as somehow
relating to “Social Interactions in English” was adequate, because the first few times I
identified this category, the participant expressed the phenomenon in a positive light,
such as goals to “make American friends, enjoy American culture, volunteerism, social
events, talk with Americans.” Later, I discovered an example of a time when the
participant described feeling negative about a social setting: “[Participant] invited her
Chinese friends to hang out with her and her American roommates, but her friends didn’t
try to get along or to speak English.” Seeing clear examples of both positive and negative
social interactions made me expand that category (and others like it) into binary
distinctions; thus, “Social Interactions in English” became “Problems in EnglishSpeaking Social Settings” and “Successful Social Interactions in English.”
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It had taken several days to go through the data the first time; understandably,
when I began, I had no/zero hours of experience with the raw data, as opposed to the
almost 20 hours of experience amassed by the end of the first round. This meant that,
over time, my coding process had evolved as I had become more familiar with the data
and more experienced with how the coding should be organized. Being committed to
catching and correcting any mismatched coding or inconsistent treatment of the data for
validity purposes, the data were ultimately coded consistently.
I began to scrutinize the interviews for statements that contained multiple
categories. Many of the participants were very expressive and their responses held more
than just one category each. Overall, a little more than half of the statements required
coding in multiple categories. In these cases, I duplicated the statements in the Excel
spreadsheet and coded them separately; each statement in the data is uniquely coded,
therefore, with precisely only one category. This is beneficial in that the data is clear-cut
– there is no guesswork about which category is more present in the statement, etc. The
downside to this is the resulting duplication in over half of the statements; in fact, some
statements now appear in the data as many as six times, once for each category contained
in the statements. To the well-organized Excel user, though, this duplication does not
cause any true hardship; other than doubling the length of a few of the interviews, there is
no real negative consequence.
Emerging Themes
As I mentioned earlier, after the first read-through of the raw data, I had a
comprehensive list of 34 discrete categories. After the successive reviews of the data, I
eliminated 11 of these. The complete final list of 23 categories appear in Table 3.
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Table 3
Categories and Descriptions
Category
Accepting the Differences between
Chinese and US Academic Systems
Reluctance to Use Potentially
Academically Beneficial Skills

Category Description
Reports a difference in the way an academic system, students,
or professors behave.
Reports either a lack of academic skill or a negative
description of a participant’s academic skill.

Use of Academic Skills Which Were
Rewarded
Experiences with the Challenges of
Adjusting to a New Language and Culture

Reports a positive example of an academic skill or how their
academic skill is rewarded.
Refers to the ongoing process of language skills acquisition
and learning cultural competency

Feeling Out of Step with Those from
Different Historical and Cultural Cohorts

Distinguishes between well-known fundamental China-US
cultural differences and frame-of-reference cultural
difficulties.
Remarks on the speed with which LUC University responds
to student requests.

Frustrations about Slowness of Service
Choosing the Strategy of Using Soft
Language

Describes the politeness tactics students from China may use
when requesting assistance.

Discovering and Embracing the Cultural
Differences between China and the US

Describes, broadly, observed differences ranging from
hamburgers to ways of life.

The Highs and Lows of Group Work

Describes students from China’s opinions on working on
group projects for a shared grade at LUS University.
Reports either a lack of help-seeking behavior or a negative
description of a participant’s help-seeking behavior.
Reports a positive example of a help-seeking behavior or a
time when a student’s help-seeking behavior is successful.

Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance
to, Seek Help
Successful or Productive Attempts to
Seek Help
Difficulties Experienced with Academic
English
Successful Use of Academic English
Helpful Strategies for Working Around
and Within Systems
Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behavior

Denotes a lack of language skills or an unsuccessful attempt
to use Academic English.
Denotes the presence of good language skills or a successful
use of English.
Remarks, broadly, on a need for the student to problem-solve
or work around an issue; neither positive nor negative.
Highlights a clear barrier to help-seeking behaviors from a
cultural perspective.

Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behavior

Highlights a clear barrier to help-seeking behaviors from a
linguistic perspective.

Other Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior

Highlights a clear barrier to help-seeking behaviors from a
perspective other than culture or language.

Ways Participants Experience
Parent/Family Influence
Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two
Cultures
Problems in English-Speaking Social
Settings

Reports on Chinese parents’ influence on their students at
LUS University.
Denotes examples or conversations about politeness and
rudeness.
Reports on either a lack of social skills or a negative
experience that could have been helped by positive social
skills.
Reports on positive social skills.

Successful Social Interactions in English
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Table 3
Categories and Descriptions (Continued)
Category
Difficulties Related to US Professors’
Attributes

Category Description
Reports negative aspects about a LUS University professor’s
behavior, communication, or teaching style.

Appreciative Statements about US
Professors’ Attributes

Reports positive aspects about a LUS University professor’s
behavior, communication, or teaching style.

I eliminated 11 categories (see Table 4) from the initial list because they did not have
sufficient numbers of instances with the participants, they occurred with only one or two
participants, or, in the case of Race, they had no discernable impact on the phenomenon.
Table 4
Eliminated Categories and Descriptions
Eliminated Category
China Professor Negative

Category Description
Reports a negative aspect about a professor in China’s behavior, class
size, or teaching style.

China Professor Positive

Reports a positive aspect about a professor in China’s behavior, class
size, or teaching style.

Concept that College Grades
Don’t Matter

Denotes the theme that getting a degree is the end game, no matter what
the grades are.

Comparing Effort Between
Chinese and US Students

Describes the hours or mental energy students from China spend on an
assignment compared to students from the US.

LUS University Failure

Represents a system-wide issue at LUS University that negatively
impacts students from China.

LUS University Success

Represents a system-wide success at LUS University that positively
impacts students from China.

Race
Self-Care

Points out the theme of racial bias expressed by this population.
Identifies how students protect and care for themselves in difficult
academic circumstances.

Similarities between China and
the US
Student Bias Negative

Points out academic system similarities between China and the US.

Student Bias Positive

Describes, generally, students’ positive pre-conceived ideas/beliefs.

Describes, generally, students’ negative pre-conceived ideas/beliefs.

The data supplied 920 statements that were coded into one of the 23 categories.
Table 5 illustrates the number of times the participants’ data fall into each of the
categories.
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Table 5
Instances of Significant Statements by Category and Participant
Category

Byron

Yeats

Yerby

Zwicky

Angelou

Total

12

3

16

4

2

37

6

1

3

8

6

24

28

12

13

15

21

89

5

6

7

2

6

26

11

4

3

18

Frustrations about Slowness of Service

1

1

5

7

Choosing the Strategy of Using Soft Language

3

16

19

Accepting the Differences between Chinese and
US Academic Systems
Reluctance to Use Potentially Academically
Beneficial Skills
Use of Academic Skills Which Were Rewarded
Experiences with the Challenges of Adjusting to a
New Language and Culture
Feeling Out of Step with Those from Different
Historical and Cultural Cohorts

Discovering and Embracing the Cultural
Differences between China and the US

13

The Highs and Lows of Group Work

7

Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to, Seek
Help

3

Successful or Productive Attempts to Seek Help

20

2

4

42

4

6

1

18

1

9

7

13

33

41

19

32

16

48

156

Difficulties Experienced with Academic English

25

3

11

17

11

67

Successful Use of Academic English

20

11

8

9

24

72

Helpful Strategies for Working Around and Within
Systems

31

6

20

14

30

101

Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior

2

3

2

2

9

Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior

7

2

3

2

14

Other Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior

2

Ways Participants Experience Parent/Family
Influence
Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two
Cultures

3

2
3

3

7

13

12

3

5

21

41

Problems in English-Speaking Social Settings

4

3

2

6

15

Successful Social Interactions in English

9

8

3

9

38

Difficulties Related to US Professors’ Attributes

23

5

2

2

32

Appreciative Statements about US Professors’
Attributes

26

1

9

1

10

47

TOTAL

276

78

194

123

249

920
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I reviewed these categories with the entirely of the data in mind and grouped them into
five themes, as you see in Table 6.
Table 6
Theme and Category Relationships
Theme

Category
Accepting the Differences between Chinese and US Academic Systems

Theme 1: Navigating
Academic and Cultural
Differences

Theme 2: Barriers to
Seeking Academic Help

Theme 3: Successful and
Unsuccessful HelpSeeking Behaviors

Theme 4: US Professors’
Influence on Help-Seeking
Behaviors

Discovering and Embracing the Cultural Differences between China and
the US
Feeling Out of Step with Those from Different Historical and Cultural
Cohorts
Experiences with the Challenges of Adjusting to a New Language and
Culture
Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
Other Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
Choosing the Strategy of Using “Soft” Language
Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to, Seek Help
Successful or Productive Attempts to Seek Help
Helpful Strategies for Working Around and Within Systems
Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two Cultures
Reluctance to Use Potentially Academically Beneficial Skills
Use of Academic Skills Which Were Rewarded
Difficulties Related to US Professors’ Attributes
Appreciative Statements about US Professors’ Attributes
Difficulties Experienced with Academic English

Theme 5: Difficulties and
Successes in BICS and
CALP

Successful Use of Academic English
Problems in English-Speaking Social Settings
Successful Social Interactions in English

The following is a description of each theme, each with a description of the included
categories and samples of significant statements from the data. Some of the statements
could easily fall into more than one category (and they were coded into each theme,
appropriately); those that appear here seem to be the best examples for each category.
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Theme 1: Navigating Academic and Cultural Differences
This theme is composed of four categories: “Accepting the Differences between
Chinese and US Academic Systems,” “Discovering and Embracing the Cultural
Differences between China and the US,” “Feeling Out of Step with Those From Different
Historical and Cultural Cohorts,” and “Experiences with the Challenges of Adjusting to a
New Language and Culture.” Surprisingly, this theme only contained 123 significant
statements out of the 920 that I have identified. One possible reason for this is the
questions that I asked did not elicit those types of responses, but another potential reason
is that the participants, regardless of how they currently feel about their English language
ability, actually were quite prepared to manage the anticipated academic and cultural
differences once they arrived at LUS. The un-anticipated cultural difference between
cohorts does appear to be surprising, and this is the main area of research for which I
would advocate extensive future study.
Category: Accepting the Differences between Chinese and US Academic Systems
There were 37 times that a participant made a statement about the differences
between the academic systems in China and the US. That is significant when you recall
that the two people who had the most to say about this had experienced universities in
both China and the US. The participants’ experiences echo the numerous studies on this
precise topic and make mention of the larger class sizes in China, the difference in
grading structures between the two academic systems, and how US institutions utilize
group work, when Chinese institutions do not.
Below, Byron explains how the Chinese system he encountered focused almost
exclusively on academic performance, forgoing teaching problem-solving skills, critical
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thinking, and self-care. Yerby mentions the difference between types of grades earned,
and Zwicky remarks on how group work in the US is helpful, but not at all prioritized in
China:
Byron: [In China] They just letting you study hard and harder and … because
when you have school, I think it’s not just me and a lot of my classmates, they
just don’t know how to take care about themselves.
Yerby: But in here [LUS University] there is a different way to give us the grades,
like the presentations. You know, in China I remember I just do, just the time the
presentation maybe five or four something, but in here, I almost every month I
have the presentation.
Zwicky: I think [group work] is great for creating ... our future jobs or work, it's
important ... but in China … it isn't important.
Category: Discovering and Embracing the Cultural Differences between China and
the US
The second category contained in this theme is “Discovering and Embracing the
Cultural Differences between China and the US.” There were only 42 definite references
to simple cultural differences, not explainable by any other category. The situations
where cultural differences were the subject were usually spoken of with enthusiasm and
grins; my overall impression from the experiences shared in this project is that cultural
differences are sometimes weird, often unexpected, and usually something to enjoy.
Byron: The environment and the food is the most different … And … and that the
lifestyle … is slow and comfortable, relaxing …but in China people just, um,
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work hard and, uh, still go to work earlier and come back home very late … it's
more a much greater stress in China.
Byron: In China, the people are just, they will open the door, but but just for
themselves. Like they can’t just, like, open the door for you … No one teaches us
about this.
Byron: Most of the American friends they are Christian. So they will pray for the
food … I just I just make a mistakes all the time I first (laugh) yeah I will bite my
burger and then, “Could we pray?” It’s embarrassed (laugh).
Yeats: I mean different eating, different food from China. I mean they have rice,
but it's in a restaurant or in supermarket. I need to buy it to cook it and in
restaurant the rice comes from Mexico.
Below, Yerby simply states his daily reality of technically being able to speak English,
but only within the context of his home culture.
Yerby: In the university I can speak English... to communicate with others, but …
I cannot jump out of my culture.
Category: Feeling Out of Step with Those from Different Historical and Cultural
Cohorts
The third category in this theme is “Feeling Out of Step with Those from
Different Historical and Cultural Cohorts.” This theme’s emergence from the data was
the most surprising result of this project. Before this project, I had always interpreted
culture through the lens of country-wide history, language, politics, environment, and life
style. However, three participants made statements related to the sensation of feeling
completely out-of-step with both their peers and their faculty from missing out on the
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American frame of reference in modern culture. This concept is very well articulated in
the oft-maligned “generation gap” dividing generations in the US. Even members of the
same community and family can be utterly confounding to each other, despite having as
similar a context as is possible. Expanding that concept to people of the same generation,
but from different languages, cultures, and/or countries, compounds that confusion.
For this population, it appear that this is about growing up without a common
frame of reference in TV shows, movies, heroes, childhood commonalities, and literature,
etc. The students’ body language and facial expressions when describing these scenarios
were sad and somewhat frustrated. I sense that the difficulties arising from this theme
may have profound effect on these students’ abilities to relate to their peers from the US.
There were 18 mentions of any kind of difficulty connecting with the academics at LUS
or the other students that at LUS because of differences in common knowledge or frames
of reference.
Below, Yerby and Angelou explain how they grew up watching different movies
from their US cohort peers. Yerby, this inhibits his ability to connect and speak with his
peers, and, for Angelou, it makes her film class more difficult. For Zwicky (and also for
Yerby, in the Participant Narratives above), we see how this theme impacts the academic
experience at LUS. (Italics mine):
Yerby: We have really different huge culture difference ...when I just maybe
check ...the movie, the maybe the party or something like that, you know I cannot
response with them because, you know, [it is an] the American movie I know I
have to see the American movies really good movies in the world, like the

70

Hollywood or something. But in China I just saw the maybe the 20 years the
Chinese movies.
Yerby: Most of the time, I think it’s not just the language because I think it’s more
experience because in China because I experience different things in my
childhood. In here the American maybe my classmates they just experience maybe
the another things.
Yerby: Then he [professor] maybe ask a different student, ‘If your hotel, how
would fix that? Or, your restaurant, how to do that for the customer?’ … Every
time, the teacher can ask, they can ask my roommates, but they cannot ask me,
because I cannot answer the questions.
Angelou: A film class like it is just really hard … I don't have the culture
background of something you know like the American movies… it's like it doesn't
make a lot of sense to me.
Zwicky: I can't make friend with American student uh, because we, we have
different cultural things … I'm grow up in China, they grow up in America, we
have different culture, we have a different knowledge about so we can't, we have
no topic to talk about.
Zwicky: I got a really good grade for another class, like history … Television
culture - I didn't get a good grade.
Category: Experiences with the Challenges of Adjusting to a New Language and
Culture
The final category in this theme has 26 responses from all five participants. Some
of the experiences in this adjustment process are positive sounding, and others recall sad
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memories of missing important family holidays. The responses in this category are
important to the study because they provide non-academic insight into how these
participants exist in the US apart from their school work. The skills and adjustment
strategies they develop in the hours spent outside the classroom are transferrable to the
classroom; perhaps they even develop a little faster as they occur (1) Out of the safety net
of the institutional environment and, ironically, (2) Because they are not being graded on
their success:
Yeats: In America everyone have cars … when I come here I don't have car so I
need one person can help me to pick me up or find a building let me live …just
make some friends, know the American culture, and know here's culture, and …
know some local languages and not just the English, and, yeah, know the
Tennessee people, um, almost, uh, black or the white, and races is kind of
important to us, I mean, to me. It's the because some sometimes I hear that in
USA some people really avoid the race, like yellow skin, the black skin, you
know, so I need to know is here safety to me.
Yeats: One time I went to my friend, she come from India, and she just makes
some food for us and I don't really like that food, you know, it's tastes really bad.
But I can't I cannot just say, ‘Oh it tastes really bad,’ so I just eat it, and I really
hate that food … So it's kind of like difficult time to me to know the different
cultures.
Yeats: It's like every year on that time [Chinese New Year] every family will get
together and eat dinner and have relations and on that time, it's my first year to
just to be alone to passed the Chinese new year, just be by myself, and in my
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dorm and just to see the Chinese new year celebration online on YouTube … I
feel really sad and, you know, and because of the time zone, so I cannot call my
family um, so that was my bad memory … the first time be really sad.
Yerby: LUS University … is really international, really international. That’s, I
have to say that [LUS University city] is not international city.
Byron: I learned from my friends … he will treat me like that, if yeah, so I know
it's the polite way to talk with other people.
Angelou: (Researcher) Would you say the students who really like English are the
ones who seek help when they need it? (Angelou) I wouldn't say ‘like English,’
like, I don't like English, like no one really likes English … because I was trying
to fit into this environment so I had to start speaking. (Researcher) Your idea was
to assimilate into the environment… (Angelou) Of course, not lose my culture,
but assimilate into this culture, so that's why I feel comfortable speaking.
Theme 2: Barriers to Seeking Academic Help
One of the priorities for this project was an interest in identifying the linguistic
help-seeking behaviors utilized by this population. My goal was to introduce the term,
“help-seeking behavior” into the field of linguistics, borrowing it from medical and
clinical sciences fields. In those fields, much research has been done to ascertain when a
person begins to need medical or clinical assistance and whether or not they (1) Know
they need the assistance; (2) Whether or not they seek the assistance and; (3) If they do
not seek the assistance, why not? By bringing this term into the field of linguistics (and,
by extension, into higher education), perhaps educators will become cognizant, earlier, of
the students around them who may be seeking academic help in unique ways and meeting
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linguistic or cultural barriers when doing so. Knowing what the barriers are and removing
them is incredibly important, but the first step is noticing the linguistic help-seeking
behaviors already being practiced by these students. Acting on these help-seeking
behaviors may enable educators to provide earlier intervention to those who may be
going into academic distress.
Category: Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
The first category present in this theme is “Cultural Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behavior.” Four of the five participants together made nine statements about this
phenomenon. There is consensus among them that asking a professor for assistance in
China is culturally inappropriate. This concept derives from Confucianism, which
requires a harmonious relationship to exist between the professor and the pupil (Kühnen
et al., 2011). As the expert informant for this project told me, “Your teacher is the
authority. To question your teacher is to question authority, and questioning authority is
disrespectful” (Shaolu Yu, personal communication March 18, 2017). A “disrespectful”
student will rupture the harmony in the classroom, and therefore, students in China do not
ask their professors for assistance. These participant experienced difficulty in overcoming
their cultural imperative to not go to the professor for assistance at LUS.
Below are the significant statements from the data supporting this theme; Yerby
explains what would happen if a student asked a professor for help in China; Angelou
says that she operates out of her ‘culture side’ and her US student side. When she
experiences her ‘culture side,’ she is less likely to raise her hand and ask questions in
class. And Zwicky, while knowing how to politely request assistance in English
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(mentioning later having had good experience in doing that), prefers taking a lower grade
to asking the professor for help.
Yerby: Yeah I think people, in China, if you have some problem with your
homework, you should find out for yourself first, you know. It's not, you ask your
professor how to do something, or that. It's so different from American student,
here if you are having some problem you ask the professor: ‘Oh I cannot do that,
can you help me?’ Because if in China, if I ask the professor, they will say, ‘Why
didn't you try first?’… We always figure out the question by myself at first. Even
when I knew it was super difficult for us.
Angelou: If it was my culture side, I wouldn't just raise my hand or talk to them
[professors] … from the culture experience and stuff like, you know, through all
of my experience and stuff I feel like embarrassed if I raised my hand and say ‘I
don't understand’ so … I'm just really afraid of that.
Zwicky: I want to try to figure out it by myself. Not always I can do it in time, so
this assignment just [is bad]. The next assignment has the same situation … so I
can't get the assignment points, so the grade will [go] down.
Zwicky further reports feeling nervous when he does consider asking directly for help:
Zwicky: (Researcher) You’re feeling nervous? Why? (Zwicky) Because. You
know, China. I don't ask my professor.
Category: Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
The second category present in this theme is “Linguistic Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behavior.” There were 14 statements related to this category, from four of the five
participants. This category details the participants’ stories of needing assistance and
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lacking, or believing they lack, the English language ability to do so. Byron describes his
first encounter with his EAP teachers and his interactions with his academic advisor. In
Yerby’s experience, we find that he does not know how to communicate with his
professor when he does not have the experiences that the other students in his class have.
Angelou tells us about her friend who failed a biology class because his language skills
were so poor that his faculty member was unable to help him:
Byron: The first time I was just very nervous because my English is so poor and
... they [EAP teachers] just don't know what I mean to say.
Byron: This semester's advisor … he is an Indian and it's so hard for me to
understand, understand him, so yeah, … actually I still don't know what's going
on [laughs] with my next semester, so I probably I will see him again next week.
It's so hard for me to understand his words so actually um, I just can understand a
little bit about what he is talking and he just wrote down those um class I need to
take next semester but for those class, um, I still have some problem about that.
Yerby: I didn’t know how to talk with them because this is an experience ... hard
to … [tell] the professor I didn’t know … If you have no that [experience], you
cannot speak.
Angelou: My friend took a biology and then the problem is that you, even the
biology teacher didn't know where I can explain to you, no, she cannot sit there
and ‘Let's go from word to word’. I mean, ‘I'm going to explain this whole thing
to you,’ so he failed the whole biology class … First year biology is way too hard
for them to do it and even you talk to professors they are like ‘I don't even know
where to start, you know, I don't speak another language’ they cannot explain all
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of these things in Chinese; even Chinese students will not be able to explain it in
Chinese.
Category: Other Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior
Two unexpected barriers presented themselves in my conversations with Byron.
In one situation, the professor’s demeanor would prevent him from approaching them for
help, and in the other case, Byron seemed more proficient then the professor in the
subject:
Byron: I was seeing one of the teachers who just argue with the students and just
getting mad. Um, yeah, and yelling to… in the class… make me feel
uncomfortable. Yeah… Make me upset... (Researcher) So, maybe you wouldn’t
talk to her if you needed academic help? (Byron) (shakes head, agreeing) Yeah.
Byron: (Researcher) What kinds of things does she [Calculus professor] make
mistakes about? (Byron) Like calculate those things, some numbers and will make
some mistakes and also um, like some just forgot to remember the formula for
some specifications.
Additionally, there were several mentions in the interviews about the speed of
service at LUS, as well as issues concerning group work. These issues appear to be
systemic and may be different from institution to institution. In order to report on these
two topics, I have made them sub-categories under “Other Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behavior.” These two sub-categories, “Frustrations about Slowness of Service” and “The
Highs and Lows of Group Work,” provide good insight to what it is like, as non-native
English speakers, to have needs for very prompt service to go unmet. It also exposes
some of the difficulties in classroom group work.
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Frustrations about Slowness of Service. This sub-category presents a confusing
dilemma for university faculty, staff, and administrators: what amount of time for service
is adequate? What amount of time is too slow? And, what role does culture play in
stakeholder expectations for speed of service? A few of the students mention two days as
seeming an excessive length of time for a response over email, but, as an administrator
myself, it is very seldom that a student has a response from me in that amount of time. In
most cases, emails from international students to me requires research into their question,
often spawning hydra-like email chains to various colleagues until the relevant
information is collected and an answer can be generated. I imagine that a faculty member
teaching the course may have a similar response as my own.
This question about response time bears more study, especially in light of the idea
that non-native English speaking students may require more time to read and digest an
answer to their questions and that, in general, may require more time than a native
English-speaking student would to compose an email, comprehend the response, and take
whatever action advised in the response. Two days to a student in this population may
mean a more significant delay than it would to a native English-speaking student. If the
Chinese student is unable to continue working on their assignments during the time in
which they wait for a response, this response time may indeed be perceived as a major
barrier to receiving academic assistance.
Angelou: It wasn't, it was just they were really slow, they don't get back to the
email, maybe, they only get two [days] and then you're like ‘What’s going on?’ so
you call them almost every single week.
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Yerby: Yeah, just our professor maybe, they just email them, or something, they
find email, maybe they will just respond, maybe for a long time, because they
have their own business need to do. Because they maybe they are the boss of
some hotel or manager of some hotel so they have their own work, so they are not
the, just the professor.
Zwicky: For example, the television culture, this class. It's a night class, it's hard
to meet, meet the professor what and you just try to email. I just talk my point and
talk my problem with my professor and he answered me maybe after two days.
The Highs and Lows of Group Work. Group Work for non-native speakers of
English may be either a positive or negative aspect of classroom culture, but it is
absolutely not neutral. This aspect of classrooms at LUS University can be considered a
barrier to help-seeking behavior because of the unnecessary stress that it can place on
students from China. If group work is supposed to assists students in training each other
on the material or on achieving course objectives, the examples below indicate how this
system is failing these students
Yerby, as we have learned above (“Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to,
Seek Help,”) has a dysfunctional group which defeats the purpose of having groups
complete the assignments. Below, Angelou finds the necessity to depend on others for
part of her grade to be quite infuriating. She does try to get assistance at times, but has
experienced that, even in a group where she is not feeling supported, her professors
require her to remain in the group (one can assume, for the sake of having group work).
Byron is confused why his calculus class has six students trying to solve one problem; he
can complete the questions on his own more quickly than if he were in a group. Group
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work in math courses fails Byron because it requires him to slow down his work so he
can collaborate with his team; were he free to do the problems on his own, he may
actually be more academically successful by being able to focus on problems on which he
needs more time. Additionally, it would be pretty unacceptable for him, hailing from a
collectivist society, to place himself above his peers and say that he does not require
group work or that his peers are preventing him from proceeding at a pace that is
beneficial to him. From our conversations, it does not appear that he would like to leave
his math group work team; he simply finds it strange. He does recognize that group work
can have a legitimate function when used appropriately and that it can actually be fun:
Byron: (Byron) For engineering part and it's [group work] very important,
because it's so hard for you to just solve the problem by yourself, so you probably
needs others’ help, but for calculus I prefer to just do it by myself, because I used
to do it in China. (Researcher) Ok, for the calculus class, why do you prefer to do
the work on your own? (Byron) First, and probably, I can work on this problem
very quickly, so um it's very easy for me to do those things by myself, and yeah
it's amazing. I just feel a little strange to work on a math problems in like six
groups, six people groups, so it's little, but I like it, I think it's very fun because
you can met different people.
Angelou: In groups, there will always people who are not even doing the work so
that part drives me nuts … so sometimes I will just do the homework, I would
say, ‘I want to do it myself.’ I don't want to do it myself, because most people do
that to me.
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Theme 3: Successful and Unsuccessful Help-Seeking Behaviors
This theme is composed of the following categories: “Choosing the Strategy of
Using ‘Soft’ Language;” “Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to, Seek Help;”
“Successful or Productive Attempts to Seek Help;” “Helpful Strategies for Working
Around and Within Systems;” “Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two Cultures,”
“Reluctance to Use Potentially Academically Beneficial Skills,” and “Use of Academic
Skills Which Were Rewarded.” Easily the strongest of the themes, Successful and
Unsuccessful Help-Seeking Behaviors contains 463 significant statements made by all
participants regarding their experiences in seeking academic assistance from faculty
members. Any barriers they encountered when seeking help are recorded above; here I
describe the times their behaviors were successful, the times they were not, and the
variety of strategies the participants employed. I also unveil several specifically linguistic
help-seeking behaviors uncovered in this project.
Category: Choosing the Strategy of Using “Soft” Language
The first category in this theme is “Choosing the Strategy of Using ‘Soft’
Language.” I use the terms “soft” and “hard” or “strong” in describing the participants’
language choices because the participants who defined this for me used those words,
themselves. In every significant statement below, the participants describe their
experiences using the subjunctive mood and modal auxiliaries. The subjunctive mood,
according to Cannon (1959), is difficult to define, but does have “the idea of uncertainty
or unreality, whether the unreality be concerned with something contrary to fact, a wish
unfulfilled, or a mental conception” as central to its definition (Cannon, 1959, p. 12).
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Modal auxiliaries, or modals for short, often appear in the subjunctive mood, as they
convey the meanings of possibility or probability.
Words such as, “could,” “maybe,” “might,” and “should” are examples of modals.
Conveying the mood of possibility in a request softens the language of the request, even
though the content is essentially the same as it would have been if the student had used
direct commands or imperatives. Below, modals appear in multiple statements and
convey, “softly,” the students’ requests for assistance to the faculty member:
Angelou: (Researcher) So, tell me more about the skills of speaking ‘softly’ and
not being rude. (Angelou) Usually you used the words ‘Please’ and um, I will say
‘Maybe’ and ‘May I’ and just use these kinds of words instead, just, ‘You
definitely have to do this for me.’
Angelou: (Researcher) Could you, say, one way do it ‘hard’, and one way do it
‘soft’: how you would ask for that signature? (Angelou) Soft way: “In your
convenience, could you please sign this form for me?”
Yerby: Yeah, I would say, ‘Hi, professor. I have a question and could you help
me to do that?’ or something. And, yeah, I would also ‘thank you.’
Angelou: Sometimes I do go strong, I promise you. I did that to my boyfriend and
he's not happy about that.
Using ‘soft’ language operates in email exchanges, as well as in-person:
Angelou: Usually I think through all, like writing the emails, and … I always ask,
my host parents are really my advisors, so I would go to them and say, ‘Well I
don't really want this to be very strong. How can I word it?’
Byron uses soft language even with his peers:
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Byron: Sometimes I just ask my classmates and uh, ask them, ‘Could you, could
you show me what did you write down on the board?’
Category: Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to, Seek Help
The second category in this theme is “Unsuccessful Attempts to, or Reluctance to,
Seek Help.” This category had several intersections with other categories, such as
“Reluctance to Use Potentially Academically Beneficial Skills,” “Cultural Barriers to
Help-Seeking Behavior,” and “Ways Participants Experience Parent/Family Influence.”
This category is meant to communicate the times when students tried their own ways to
seek help that were unsatisfactory, times when they did not know that help was available,
and any time that they preferred not to seek help. In Yeats’ first example, her incredibly
zealous attempt at vocabulary memorization would have benefited from using a study
buddy, but she opted to do it on her own. If she had used a friend to help her, it is
reasonable to believe she may have benefitted from the social interaction and been more
successful with the memorization than working on her own.
Yeats: I found the hard times of these two years. I remember 800 English words
every … You know, of course, cannot remember 800 words every day so I make
my plan. It's like from morning 6 to 12 noon, remember 800 words, probably
close to 200 words, so the second day, will remember it again before I remember
the new 800 words.
Yerby, astonishingly, does not know what his dual degree in China will be, or know how
to find out:
Yerby: I'm not sure because I didn't ask them. Because I already came here for
one year, one more year so I didn't contact them and didn't know how to do that.
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Yerby also sticks with a dysfunctional student team in one of his classes. It may have
benefitted him to receive assistance from his faculty member, or perhaps to move to a
different group so that he could get the most from the experience, but he stayed despite
the students being rude to him and not letting him participate in the real group work.
Yerby: You know I didn't, even back then, I didn't like my team even that time …
I didn't know how to do the teamwork … but he just, they just told me, ‘You do
this, do that. Just do that.’ … They just told me the rude comments for this job …
They do not recruit me to do other things, they just, maybe like, ‘We do the
analyze, … ok you go to find something information about this part … you just
find that and email me so you finish, you done.’ So this is our continuing in the
fourth semester, I just, I just keep my team.
Zwicky’s History course has many papers, but he does not seek help in either
understanding the assignments or editing his papers:
Zwicky: Because with that history class, I need to do many papers. It's hard to
read about the professor’s document. It's hard to read. So I don't finish my paper
in time … We need a long time to write it perfect.
One of Byron’s courses relied heavily on the professor’s PowerPoint presentations. He
had difficulty trying to take notes from the presentation, but he did not know that he
could have asked the professor to send him the presentation. I realize that his “Ummm”
below looks inconclusive; in the context of the conversation, it was clear to me that he
had not known this could be an option:
Byron: (Researcher) If you could ask him or her for the PowerPoint because
you're having a hard time reading and listening … (Byron) Ummm…
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Category: Successful or Productive Attempts to Seek Help
This category, “Successful or Productive Attempts to Seek Help,” is the category
with the most significant statements, a total of 156 from all five participants. These range
from using resources outside of LUS University for assistance to straightforward requests
for help to the faculty. The participants all possess knowledge of how to seek help;
Byron, Yeats, Yerby, and Angelou in particular explain many ways in which they
routinely seek time with their faculty members for assistance in the content of the
courses, in their assignments and papers, and with acculturation or questions about US
culture:
Byron: Maybe the teacher’s the person, um, … can know the test best, and this
may be the most helpful person for me, yeah.
Byron: (Researcher) What was that [speaking to professor before class] about?
(Byron) Yeah, PokemanGO – yeah, and it was for some fast things yeah [I think
he meant quick questions]. And, and also a bit of difference [between] China and
American … also it’s very relaxing and it’s um it’s just talking is very friendly.
Yeats: And also learn the Tennessee history, like, uh, need to remember a lot of, a
lot of knowledges and it's really different to me and I always go to the professor
office time to take their time to ask them questions. They can help me pass the
exam.
Yeats: Ask online, yeah Google is always really good to me (laughs) or asks my
friends … Oh, it's, you know, like different people have different thinking, so I
just want to know their thinking so I can make the conclusion and I can learn
more from them, you know.
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Yeats: [if I] don't understand it I will ask them again because they just use
different way to tell me, use different easier words as to tell me that thing. And I
will ask them how to spell it and try to memorize this word. And I will
mention/use this word to talk to them again and use different sentences, you
know, so that I can help me try to memorize that word.
Yerby: After the class, I just talked with her and uh, I told her … I thought that
maybe it would be easy for me because I think ‘It’s children reading book, maybe
it’s easy for me.’ But I’m wrong … so I just talked her [the professor] so her, her
told me, she told me ‘It’s fine, I can help you to do that, if you have any question
you can ask me, and we can make appointment before the class,’ or some
appointment hours I can have her too.
Yerby: When I came here the first semester, another professor she just help me a
lot of things she told me in here, in the library; we have the … CWC … they can
teach you to do the writing and maybe do some of the presentation or something.
Angelou: That is, because they [professors] know it's hard already for me to get,
you know, the paper, so they will proofread it, which they will point out, ‘Well
this is something you need to restructure,’ or something like that … Most of the
professors are very nice about that so they usually let you do that proofread before
… paper is due.
Angelou: Every time I'm struggling with something, I will always tell my
professor, you know, that this is what's going on with me. I don't understand it, or
whatever, I need help.
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Category: Helpful Strategies for Working Around and Within Systems
The systems to which I am referring could be academic systems or service-type
systems, such as securing utilities in an apartment. This category reminds us that the
participants are rather young and were perhaps still learning the systems of their home
country when they relocated to the US. Here they are learning the systems of their new
environment while coping with adjusting to a new culture and language. They are
learning creative ways to solve problems and using all available resources to accomplish
their goals. This category should not be interpreted as manipulating systems, or
exploiting weaknesses in systems; it is meant to convey the successful practices these
students employed in navigating their strange new environment with only a map in a
foreign language as a guide.
Byron: (Researcher) Do you know who to talk to if your bike gets stolen on
campus? Do you know who your immigration person is who will help you if you
have any questions about immigration? … What kind of skills do you think will
help a Chinese undergraduate student know how to maneuver through the system?
(Byron) Actually it’s still hard for me too because I don’t know anything about
how to solve those problems like you said … [he would seek answers to these
issues] From many informations on the internet.
Byron: I did ask them … when I go to the office. But I already I have some
problems in my application, I will, I will go to the officer to ask them.
Here, Yeats is working hard to graduate in three years, so she is taking more courses and
has had to move faster in some of her requirements than usual. She is using her family’s
knowledge of LUS University to her advantage:
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Yeats: Um, I really don't know that [what year in school she is] because I, my
plan is to graduate from the school just before three years … I mean it's a long
process you know, the, I need to take a lot of … the international test and then
pass it, then I need to apply a lot of universities, um, I mean, I didn't find the
company, didn't help me apply to that, it I just had to do everything by myself and
… my uncle and my aunt live here and … my aunt also graduate from this school
… they take care of me. That's it, so that's why I know it [how to apply to LUS
University and arrange to graduate in three years].
In Yerby’s Children’s Literature course, we see that the helpful relationship he built with
his faculty member served him well when grades were due. He probably did not know
that his interest in the material and the hours he spent working with his faculty member
on acculturation could be considered course participation:
Yerby: During that semester, I just feel my maybe my language is not fluency,
maybe cannot help my language, maybe cannot help me to get a lot of
information in the [Children’s Literature] class, so I just told her [the professor]
and she just give me the maybe, maybe the, the [extra] points for the class.
Zwicky enjoys his group work and participates in the group discussions. In his team, he
contributes his thoughts and lets the team correct his language for the PowerPoint:
Zwicky: Yeah, I'm good at a team. Yeah, I'm lucky my group is good. Uh, we
have a meeting, we have a weekend discuss what am I, what do I think,
everything … I told them my comments, my points to them and they do the
PowerPoints. Because my English is no good, they were all … correct my, my
point and they used good English to describe [them]. I think it’s ok.
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Below, Zwicky recounts needing the immigration services office staff:
Zwicky: When I came here, I already knew the, the international office, so every
time if I need some problem with the, maybe with the visa or something, I will go
to the international office to get some help … When the semester beginning we
need the transfer our in-state tuition, and this semester I missed the time to
transfer it, so I just, I just email her and went to find her [because it was a critical
situation].
Category: Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two Cultures
“Attempts to Understand Politeness in Two Cultures” contains 41 significant
statements related to politeness. Politeness norms vary culture to culture but, for these
students, the importance of politeness is evident. Below, Byron tempers his
communications with faculty and staff with the appropriate level of politeness:
Byron: If I just make some mistakes I will say, ‘Professor, sorry about that. Um,
yeah. Could you show me the right way to work on it?’ … After he helped me, I
would probably say, yeah, ‘Thank you very much,’ like, ‘Have a good day.’
Byron: (Researcher) When it was your turn to talk to the person … how did that
go? What did you say? (Byron) Um, I just say, ‘Excuse me, I just can't register for
my class but I don't know what I need to do now, so could you give me some
help?’
Below, in Yerby and Zwicky’s joint interview, they expressed opposing viewpoints about
whether or not it is rude to ask a professor to repeat themselves if they had difficulty
understanding the professor’s response to their question:
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Zwicky: Yeah, because they always say a lot about that, I don't ask them,
‘Pardon,’ or ‘Say it again.’ I think it's rude, so when I ask them, to understand
what they say, I just try to, try to remember, or ask them to write this, to write
their comments in the uh, paper and uh I see it and I find words in the, the
document and then go home and write it, write the paper form the stuff.
Yerby: Maybe I have no feeling about that, because I think … if I ask a professor
a question, if I didn't got that, I will just say, ‘Sorry, I didn't got that; can you tell
me again?’ or something because, because ‘I didn't know what that mean,’ or
something because, so I will ask again, because I think, maybe, they are the
professor so they are willing to help us, so I think.
Angelou uses the strength of her connections to her host family to learn important skills. I
would imagine that Angelou, a friendly, bright person, would likely be considered polite
in China; she takes pains to learn how to be polite in the US, as well:
Angelou: [About students in her group projects] You find no one else is doing
what they're supposed to do, so you're trying to push them to do, but not in a rude
way. But then you find out if you push them in a soft way, then, oh they're not
going to do their work. So that's really struggle.
Angelou: You just have to observe how, like people you know, some people are
really good ones, like my host family. They are very middle classes, they pretty
much, they want to teach in a very polite way, always, you know. If my host sister
didn't say ‘please,’ they would say, ‘Say “please.”’ They would just do that … so
I would just follow exactly what they do and like, see how they communicate
with other people, like in a polite way.
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Category: Reluctance to Use Potentially Academically Beneficial Skills
There were relatively few examples (only 24 significant statements) when
students seemed to prefer not using skills or advantages that could have helped them.
This category also includes examples of skills which students ought to have at the
university level, which may be lacking in this population. Like other categories, there is
some overlap between the present category and others, such as “Experiences with the
Challenges of Adjusting to a New Language and Culture,” “Discovering and Embracing
the Cultural Differences between China and the US,” and “Unsuccessful Attempts to, or
Reluctance to, Seek Help”:
Yerby: No, I think it's not easy to make an appointment with our group because
… they do not do any, any discussion of other, or before the class or work with
the class and they do not do any appointment or something and they just
communicate by the email to tell you what you should do.
Zwicky: Oh, you know, I get really bad grade on some assignments [because he
does not finish them on time].
Byron: (Researcher) And the [professor] is talking at the same time? How is that
for you? (Byron) I probably can’t concentrate on what he’s talking. I probably
write notes about PowerPoint.
Angelou: The University accept you; they want you to be as the same level as the
other university students... so it's... hard on the American professors trying to
figure out 'oh so how am I going to do anything special?' If you do something
special for the student it's against the rule of fairness ... it's really hard for them to
figure out a way to try to teach them like so they can pass the class.
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Category: Use of Academic Skills Which Were Rewarded
In this final category for Theme 3, we find the ways that these participants
exercise successful academic skills in their courses. There were 89 significant statements
here. Like in other categories, the reader can expect some overlap here with “Successful
or Productive Attempts to Seek Help,” “Successful Use of English,” and “Helpful
Strategies for Working Around and Within Systems.” Here, Byron discusses the
important of internet research skills:
Byron: [When asked what skills future students from China should have] I would
say ability to search those information on the internet … I would told them, ‘Try
to speak English as much as you can and um try to use computer internet at lot.’
Yeats makes a point to write down everything she can in class, and she routinely visits
her professors to pick up what she missed:
Yeats: In class I can't memorize the whole knowledge, I can't write down the
whole thing’s said, so I must to ask them some questions um, that I don't
understand in class.
Yerby talks about the most basic weapon in the university student’s academic skills
arsenal: studying hard. He also explains his long term goals and the ways he hopes to
achieve them:
Yerby: The, yeah if they want to prepare in the English skills I think they need to
just (laughs) study well. The course, you know … Before I got here my parents
and me have one, and just have one goals is … improve, improve … My parents
told me, ‘You come here you need gots the fluency to speak, when you get back.’
(laughs) So, I say, ‘Yes, I also want to do that.’ So I just think here, I just aspire to
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make more American friends and to touch the American social, maybe to do a lot
of volunteer things and to to talk a lot with the American. So I just try do that.
Despite all of the times that Zwicky talks about being uncomfortable speaking with his
faculty, he does, after all, make an effort to do that, trusting that his professors will be
interested in helping him:
Zwicky: But in here, I try to talk, talk with my professor.
I appreciate that Angelou is sensitive enough to realize that, for busy LUS University
professors, it may be better to be direct with any requests:
Angelou: I feel like everyone's life is busy, like, your professor doesn't live in
college. Like, he has, like, 100 students to take care of, like, he doesn't have time
to play the hiding way with you, so you better be direct to them, I think.
Theme 4: US Professors’ Influence on Help-Seeking Behaviors
Theme 4 contains two categories: “Difficulties Related to US Professors’
Attributes” and “Appreciative Statements about US Professors’ Attributes.” There were
hardly any statements, positive or negative, about professors in China, but there were
enough present about professors in the US that it was important to discuss them. The
importance of the faculty-student relationship is well documented for US students, but for
students coming from the Chinese academic system, the concept of building relationships
with faculty can be confusing.
Category: Difficulties Related to US Professors’ Attributes
Complaints about LUS University faculty were not widespread in this project and
were related mostly to email response time. However, there were attributes about faculty
members that did seem to cause difficulties in some way for the participants. I mentioned
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above (in “Other Barriers to Help-Seeking Behavior”) that Byron witnessed an angry
episode between an EAP teacher and her students. That situation colored his view of the
teacher and made him decide that he would not go to her if he were to need help in her
class.
In another example from above (“Feeling Out of Step with Those from Different
Historical and Cultural Cohorts”), I record Yerby’s difficulty in comprehending
coursework about experiences that he has not encountered, such as working a part-time
job. I have expanded that part of our conversation, below:
Yerby: [After Yerby said, “They cannot ask me because I cannot answer the
questions] I just feel so [inaudible] (Researcher) You feel so…? (Yerby)
[inaudible]. (Researcher) You feel so … what? (Yerby) Uh, maybe sad … Yeah,
because I cannot follow the professor’s stuff, because I really want to just, catch
that but I can’t.
I would not call this a total failure on the part of that faculty member, however, I would
have hoped that, instead of merely calling on other students, the faculty member could
have taken an interest in Yerby and brought him in for additional tutelage. It is clear, to
me, that Yerby needed additional explanation about what working in the US is like. The
professor could have covered many topics to assist Yerby, such as: the US understanding
of work ethic; the concept of a company’s ethos; the importance of mission statements;
an explanation of cultural traditions, such as, “The customer is always right,” etc.
The following are additional statements made by participants about difficulties
arising from faculty member attributes (emphasis in italics). Byron describes a class
where the professor’s lectures are long and the PowerPoints full – and she does not like
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interruptions. Angelou mentions how she does not like blanket assumptions about her
language ability based on her nationality. She also says there are faculty members who do
not seem to care about international students:
Byron: (Byron) In that class, the professor will talk a lot and both are … very long
essay [lecture] and uh, this is a lot of words on the PowerPoint … She just don't
like, um, ask many questions in the class. (Researcher) How did you know that?
(Byron) Because she just talking and I write down the words on the board, but
when I just, try to write down those words very quickly and try to catch her
words. (Researcher) Has she talked about raising your hand or not raising your
hand? (Byron) No. (Researcher) You just believe she must not like it because she's
not asking any of you if you have questions? (Byron) Yeah.
Byron: Sometimes I can't, I can't see the words on the board very clearly and she
like use different colors markers pen but for the red pen it's so hard to see in the
light.
Angelou: I don't want anything really special because, sometimes, you know,
professors will be like, ‘You know, you're Chinese, so um, maybe you don't
understand as much English as other students’ so they will pay more attention to
you or something. I don't really like that because I feel like my English skills
should be considered with other students because I totally understand what you’re
talking about.
Angelou: I feel like in different majors there's, like people, even though they’re
professors, really care about international students. There are some faculty who
don't care.
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Category: Appreciative Statements about US Professors’ Attributes
Each of the participants expressed sentiments of appreciation for their faculty
members. Common statements describe the professors being very friendly, very helpful,
and very nice. The frequent use of professors’ office hours, email correspondence, and
time for conversations with them before and after class are all indicative of the students’
perceptions that the faculty are generally approachable and helpful:
Byron: Yeah, because they always talking with you after class and uh wondering
if you have some questions and very glad to help you … Teachers are very
friendly and yeah, and because the classmate are from different place around the
world, so, yeah, it's - it's a very good experience ... They still require you to do
some homework, and to take a test, but they just, um, didn't, um, try to make you
work hard; they just to try to be friendly to test are just a test and the main um just
urge you to study to just push you to yeah, to work hard.
Byron: Um, it is special for the engineering class. I like the teacher very much
because he is always, like, talk about a lot of jokes, so I think that he is very
friendly and yeah I just, I just um, treat him like the teacher is like yeah, so with, I
just treat him differently, so I prefer to ask him a lot of questions about that.
Byron: Teacher may be the most helpful person for me.
Yeats: Oh the professors told me at the beginning of the semester, you know, they
told me the office hours, so yeah, I can go and that's it.
Yerby: (Yerby) The children’s literature class and the professor is a really nice
lady and she really helps me through this class, you know. (Researcher) Ok so
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you mentioned that you've gone to your professors for help during their office
hours, how was that for you? (Yerby) Really helpful.
Yerby: Maybe it's one way, it's simple way, to get out the answer from the
professor. And maybe another some professor will tell me how to do that.
Yerby: When I came here … if I had any problem, I can ask the professor. I think
they will, wanting to help me so, so I think a lot of the problem I just got out from
the professor.
Zwicky: My professor, she wants to help me get better, but you know our group
we have maybe five person, I am one of them and if you know just, just myself to
do something cannot change our whole thing or something. Even the professor
wants to help me.
Angelou: I took in English, they are very helpful, like I would write, like if I write
a paper, like two weeks beforehand I give to them, they will say, ‘Yeah, I will
proof read it.’
Angelou: She [Hospitality professor] is from Korea, so she definitely understands
what is going on with international student. So she will kind of let them to sit in
their office and talk to her and say, ‘What do you think about this class? I mean,
do you understand what I am talking about?’
Theme 5: Difficulties and Successes with BICS and CALP
These participants had each studied English for years, at least, in their home
country. When they arrived at LUS University, they were at a certain skill level with
BICS and CALP which would begin undergoing near-immediate challenges and
improvements. In each of the interviews referenced below, the students were able to tell
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me about difficulties and successes with both social and academic English, however, the
line between these two categories seemed blurred for most participants. I have placed the
best examples of each type of language skill into the most appropriate category below.
This theme accounts for 192 significant statements. It contains the following four
categories: “Difficulties Experienced with Academic English,” “Successful Use of
Academic English,” “Problems in English-Speaking Social Settings,” and “Successful
Social Interactions in English.”
Category: Difficulties Experienced with Academic English
The largest challenge for both Byron and Yerby was using the English language
for academic purposes. The others each have various problems using English as well.
Recall that Byron’s first encounter with an English-only environment was after his first
year at university when he arrived for LUS’ EAP program in preparation for regular
university courses at LUS. Yerby and Zwicky, also, did not have an English-only
environment until they came to LUS, and from our conversations, these three participants
had the weakest language skills. Yeats and Angelou, on the other hand, had early and
prolonged exposure to English years prior to entering LUS. They, still, encounter some
difficulties with the language, as seen below:
Byron: (Byron) Yeah. I think a long time to talk with them so, yeah. (Researcher)
What was the difficulty like? (Byron) I don’t know how to how to um express
myself and, uh, at first, I just always thinking Chinese in my mind and trying to
translate to English, but it’s very hard because um English words, and its, its
totally different from Chinese words.
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Yeats: A lot of professional words, I need to use my dictionary to translate, so it's
already hard for me, and … different courses have different words, so when I
learn new words, I must memorize that
Yeats: The same word that I know, I mean, I know what's this word meaning, but
I don't know what the another meaning in this course … professor give us the
definition and must memorize that don't confuse it.
Category: Successful Use of Academic English
There were 72 statements coded as examples of successful Academic English use.
This is a high number, but it only references the statements made during interviews and
does not contain information on their seemingly successful English usage in class. Other
than Zwicky, the students in this project seem to be happy with the grades they are
making in their classes. Zwicky says that he has late assignments often, but he did not
mention failing classes. Only one, in fact, mentioned their actual grades, and this is one
of the questions I regret not asking during the interview process. If these students are
passing their courses, and if their language is improving incrementally, as the statements
below indicate, I surmise that they are successful enough in their academic English.
Below, Byron describes his ongoing struggles, but, considering where he started
just nine months prior, I consider his statements as evidence of his success. These
statements are from his second interview; he has, by this time, had three months in
sophomore-level courses at LUS, straight from five months in the EAP program:
Byron: Yeah, I probably need to think, think a lot because … both for the
language and for the knowledge are new for me, and so I probably needed to, like,
think more than other students, yeah.
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Byron: (Researcher) While you're writing and taking notes, and while you're
listening and you're remembering the things you've been reading for class
(because you read your homework right?) how is your comprehension going in
class when the teacher speaks? (Byron) Most. (Researcher) When you hear them
speaking, how much are you understanding? (Byron) Ok, probably like 70%.
Category: Problems in English-Speaking Social Settings
Making friends in your new home is surely one of the top priorities for people
moving away from their families. Trying to make friends with people who do not
understand you must be a very difficult, uphill battle. This category contains statements
from the participants who have encountered that struggle, among others, in EnglishSpeaking Social Settings. There are 15 statements about this. As I mentioned in the
Participant Narratives, Byron had stated that he wished his Chinese teachers had prepared
him how to be social, in English, before he left for the US. Zwicky says that his
friendship with one American is pretty superficial – it is just about studying together.
Yerby exposes a belief that Americans in general like to party, and that Chinese students
do not; this cultural divide makes social interactions with English speakers hard to come
by. Angelou, trying to be helpful to her Chinese friends, is accustomed to bringing her
American friends over to hang out with her Chinese friends, but sometimes the social
sparks just do not fly:
Byron: (Researcher) When you came to school for the first time, first couple of
days, first week, first month. What were some challenges that you faced? (Byron)
Um, the language … it's so hard for me to understand other people … I say, it’s
the most, it’s the biggest challenged for me.
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Byron: For Chinese student, maybe they just, they didn’t, they didn’t speak
English a lot in China, so I think speaking might be the weakness for every
Chinese student.
Yerby: Maybe the language, maybe my most big, the problem with me, for me,
because you know.
Yerby: I don’t know how to say that because, as you know, I didn’t, myself I
didn’t fix that problem, you know, so I cannot tell them how to do that. Because I
think maybe my language in here, maybe it’s go down.
Byron: College life… um… I thought maybe there will be a lot of activities and
and there’s still have many different for me … it’s real hard because, you know,
yeah, and in China, the teachers never teach us the students to um work on the
social, social, social activities.
Zwicky: Yeah it's difficult. If I have an American friend, but it is not, he just talk
about studies, no more anything with anything, just studies with friend.
Yerby: Actually here I think it's really hard to make friends with American
students. We have different culture, they like party, they like to maybe go outside
to do something, but um, our Chinese people and maybe they do not like maybe
hang out with us or something, maybe, maybe he didn't understand our speaking
or something, so they are not really too make friends with us.
Angelou: And then they were like, I was really trying to break their comfort
balloon sometimes because I spend more times with Americans then I do with the
Chinese so I sometimes when I hang out with my roommate and stuff, I would try
to like invite my friend over but I get frustrated because they, don't speak or they
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were really trying to speak or they don’t want to speak at all, or they were feeling,
or they start talking in Chinese and I was like oooook so that's the thing.
Category: Successful Social Interactions in English
The category about successful social interactions is important in how it relates to
BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills). The literature tells how BICS is
normally quicker to develop than CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency);
this project may be able to confirm prior studies on this topic. There were 38 significant
statements related to successful social encounters in English. The participants seemed
split pretty evenly between no noticeable emotion about these questions and some
slightly dejected feelings. Those who struggle with English the most, out of this
population, were the ones who seemed a little downhearted when responding to these
questions:
Yerby: Probably, I think maybe but um, but I think maybe my pronunciation, my
pronunciation is better than the past.
Zwicky: (Zwicky) Yeah and the presentation you just speak, but writing paper
you, you need to write. So… (Researcher) So… how, what kind of help have you
needed? What kind of help do you need? (Zwicky) I think, just increase my
language, uh, but I think if you stay in America long time, your language will be
good. But we just here one year and a half. So, the language is increased, it is
increased but not increased more. Just increase a little … Yeah when I come here,
just to come here, I am more free to talk about America because I think I can't
speak a whole sentence. I can't talk what I want to talk about, uh but I can, I can
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speak with them. Uh, sometimes I can, I can speak what I want to speak and they
know what I speak, think.
Yeats: My dorm, my house, where everywhere I meet them I ask them the
questions when we go skating, everything, go to the Mississippi, take the good
time, you know.
Yeats: I think they [Chinese students] need to they need to meet a lot of friends
and not another Chinese person first.
Yeats: Yeah, even though it's difficult, I can feel my English improving really fast
and my speaking speed is really, is really fast (laughs) and my friend asks me to
control it and how can I control it? It's kind of like my first language right now,
and my Chinese kind of bad right now, you know. It's changing right now so uh,
it's not really bad, it's just the natural I cannot control it, yeah.
Yerby: (Researcher) So, when you are coming to meet me for the first time
[name] did you feel anything, like excited, ‘Oh, I get to speak English with a
stranger!’ Or, nervous, or what? (Yerby) [laughs] Yes, um, sorry, I just didn't
know how to say that feeling maybe the ‘nervous,’ maybe the ‘exciting’ because I
just, I just got the [invitation to participate] email … and I think it's my help, to
help do something, it's my plan.
Angelou: You should expand your friends too to local Americans and others
…When I'm going to the Catholic school … it’s not really about me going, like,
… it is two-way thing. It's not like I have to come to you … trying to be friend
with you … Like, start a conversation with me or things like that. … you can say
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other things, like you know, anything, you know, maybe we are living in [city
name] we can start with that conversation.
Angelou: I've been staying here so long, some time English come out of my
mouth I can't control it. I start speaking English, I'm sorry, so sometimes, you
know, most people will do Chinese and English, like half and half, which is like
what? I did that too with my friends so it was, like, really funny.
Summary
In summary, Chapter 4 accomplishes several goals:
1) It explains the emerging categories and themes from the data.
2) It presents the barriers to help-seeking behavior reported by the
participants.
3) It reveals many help-seeking behaviors practiced by this population.
4) It articulates a surprising result of the project which requires additional
research.
I provide a description of each participant and a few of their statements, helping the
reader to understand some of the participants’ perspectives. I also explain the data in
relation to the research questions fueling this inquiry. The graphics in this chapter provide
relational information among the target population, between categories and participants,
and between themes and categories. Finally, I introduce the significant statements in the
data in relation to their themes with the purpose of articulating the lived experiences of
these participants.
I expected to find students who could describe the many times they had
recognized their need for academic assistance, had sought it, and then had experienced
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linguistic or cultural barriers to receiving academic support. As with many qualitative
research projects, my own assumptions were at play in that expectation. In reality, none
of these students’ experiences were as black and white as I had expected and hoped them
to be; instead, the participants expressed a combination of many types of successful helpseeking behaviors, several behaviors that cannot be described as helpful, and various
linguistic and cultural barriers they encounter and overcome when needing assistance.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
Introduction
This phenomenological study was concerned with discovering what the
experiences were like for Chinese undergraduate students when they sought academic
help from faculty members and were met by linguistic or cultural barriers. The findings
from this study connect linguists with the idea of linguistic help-seeking behaviors and
encourages more research in this area. If university administrations, faculty members, and
officials can discern a student’s need for assistance based on linguistic cues, it is possible
that future students who are entering academic distress may be identified earlier and steps
taken to help ensure their academic success.
In Chapter 4, I identified five themes which had emerged from the data related to
the research question, “For undergraduate students from China, what are the linguistic
help-seeking behaviors, as well as the linguistic and cultural barriers, encountered in US
academic culture?” This chapter will interpret those five themes in relation to the
research question and current literature. I will also discuss the limitations of my study and
future implications of my findings for the educational stakeholders, as well as for the
students themselves. Finally, I will recommend ways that the research, begun here, may
continue.
Themes, the Purpose of the Study, and Existing Literature
This phenomenological study was concerned with discovering what the
experiences were like for Chinese undergraduate students when they sought academic
help from faculty members and were met by linguistic or cultural barriers. The data I
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collected ultimately provided five themes in, mostly, positive relation to the purpose of
this study. As expected, students described encountering multiple linguistic and cultural
barriers, but they also discussed several positive linguistic help-seeking behaviors and
strategies for success. Below, I interpret my themes in relation to the experiences of
Chinese undergraduate students when they sought academic help from faculty members
and were met by linguistic or cultural barriers.
Theme 1: Navigating Academic and Cultural Differences
This theme conveys the sense that Chinese undergraduate students in the US,
especially those who have had some college or university experience in China, can feel
surprised by the drastic differences between the two academic systems, no matter how
prepared they tried to be. As is often quoted, “You don’t know what you don’t know.”
For instance, these students could not have known how to prepare for the amount of time
they would spend, in English, preparing assignments and papers which would be due
every day of the week in some class or other, when their past experiences had taught
them that studying independently and passing their courses would be a matter of one or
two grades. It may be true that the effort it takes these students to adjust to the different
culture in the US is a potential barrier. Ranging from feeling out of step with their peers
(even though they are of the same generation) to bending to the cultural imperative not to
question their faculty members (and going against their cultural tradition) is difficult; it
may be more difficult to overcome than many students from China anticipate.
This theme supports the literature stating that learning a new academic system can
be taxing (Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, & Van Horn, 2002). It also agrees
with Ryder’s (1965) assertion that every person is allowed just one experience with just
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one set of people in any given moment of their existence; expanding this idea of
historical cohort culture to include generations separated by geography, language, and
culture is just the start of a very valuable new body of research.
Theme 2: Barriers to Seeking Academic Help
The plainly-stated cultural barriers to seeking help are voiced throughout the
results of this study by a few participants. These explain the difficulty in approaching
faculty members because of the years of training that ‘students are to solve the problems
on their own,’ and that to ask the teacher for help would be impolite, at best, and
disrespectful, at worst. Several participants described being able to overcome this barrier.
The linguistic barriers uncovered relate mostly to the students’ perceived language ability
and level of confidence. Each of the participants stated that their language ability in
English had been steadily improving and it seems that these barriers, for this population,
are slowly being lowered as they grow in linguistic competence.
This theme supports the literature describing the wide difference between the
learner-centered West and the trainer-centered East. (Kirkbride & Tang, 1992; Kühnen et
al., 2011). Students from China should expect a period of adjustment and exertion in
overcoming the cultural barrier between themselves and their Western faculty. Also, this
study upholds the findings in most literature stating that language issues are some of the
underlying roots to academic adjustment problems (Andrade, 2006). Strong, frequent,
and accessible language assistance for both social and academic English could encourage
these students’ help-seeking behaviors.
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Theme 3: Successful and Unsuccessful Help-Seeking Behaviors
This theme shows the good work that the participants have done in overcoming
barriers via successful help-seeking behaviors, such as using the subjunctive mood and
modal auxiliaries, and common polite phrases such as, “Please,” “Thank you,” and “Have
a good day.” Each of these students stressed how they hope to be polite to their faculty
and their fellow students. They have shown creativity and resourcefulness in
maneuvering the new systems in which they find themselves. It also highlights the
unproductive behaviors one or two of the participants exhibited, such as taking on too
much of a group assignment or, once daring to ask the professor for help, not daring
further to ask the professor to repeat him or herself if the student could not write their
answer down quickly enough.
Excitingly, this study expands on the current literature defining Help-Seeking
Behaviors. The majority of the literature up to this point has defined help-seeking
behavior in a clinical, psychological, or medical context (Anyon et al., 2013; Cornally &
McCarthy, 2011; Scheppers et al., 2008; Scott & Walter, 2010). There is some literature
describing support-seeking in an academic context (Perrine et al., 1995), but the current
study takes this a step farther by ascribing linguistic attributes to the behaviors for
students studying in foreign language systems. In particular, this study identifies several
indirect speech acts as linguistic help-seeking behaviors and supports the literature
indicating that politeness, or “face” continues to be an important aspect of Chinese
student communication.
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Theme 4: US Professors’ Influence on Help-Seeking Behaviors
Every participant in this study remarked on the friendly and helpful natures of the
faculty and staff members at LUS University. The demeanor that the employees at LUS
seem to share is helpful in allowing students from China to trust that the faculty are in
earnest when they say, “Come talk to me if you need help.” The cultural barrier that may
impede these students from seeking that help is, in some way, lowered quite a bit by the
ongoing insistence that questioning faculty members is expected.
This theme reinforces previous literature describing the impact that faculty
members may have on a student’s likelihood to seek academic assistance (Newman &
Schwager, 1993; Perrine et al., 1995.) It also provides room in the literature for future
research about how much insistence is “too much,” in terms of a professor’s requests to
be sought for help. Research could be performed to measure student reactions to the
perceived accessibility of professor syllabus statements, in-class comments, and out-ofclass interactions.
Theme 5: Difficulties and Successes in BICS and CALP
The challenges of engaging in higher education solely in a second language are
enormous. The narrative running through every interview in this project is the complexity
of being a social and academic person in a setting where your true self may not be visible,
hidden by the environment’s inability to comprehend your first language and culture.
Students may encounter severe difficulties in making friends with non-Chinese students,
which can lead to intense feelings of isolation. Even those who have a good grasp of
social English skills may still experience difficulty expressing themselves in academic
English, which poses problems when trying to seek academic assistance.
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Naturally, Cummins’ seminal work (1980) on BICS and CALP is upheld in this
theme. I started each interview with common polite questions about the student’s wellbeing, their day’s activities, the weather, their weekend plans, etc. The participants
handled these more social-feeling interactions very well and with ease. Since a portion, at
least, of language-acquisition is learning “word chunks” (such as, “Have a great day,”
“I’m fine; how are you?” and “Thanks, I appreciate it”), they performed these wordchunk-heavy exchanges very well. Once we began discussing more specific topics, some
of the students’ speech slowed while they composed their statements. The conversational
topics covered in the interviews should be considered slightly more “social” than
“academic” (I was careful to avoid overly-academic language or jargon) but they still fall
into the range of CALP, which coverers cognitive language proficiency. Even the
strongest language users of this population had noticeable difficulty describing at least
some of their experiences.
Limitations to the Study
This study’s progression was different than I anticipated. I began this study with a
particular sort of participant in mind: a student from China who had met myriads of
cultural and linguistic barriers while seeking academic help from faculty members and
who had the language resources to explain their experiences with these barriers to me.
There are two tautological faults evident with that expectation:
1. Any student facing linguistic barriers would likely not be in possession of
sufficiently well-developed English vocabulary and language skills to be able to
explain their experiences with those barriers to me, in English. We could argue
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that anyone who did have advanced language skills like that would actually not be
facing that many linguistic barriers.
2. Any student meeting cultural barriers related to seeking academic help from
professors would be, likely, struggling with the cultural imperative present in
Confucianism requiring them not to question professors.
Phenomenologists are supposed to bracket their pre-conceived ideas; this was one
which took me by surprise: I expected to find negative experiences with “help-seeking
gone wrong,” but actually I found that the participants’ experiences, overall, were
positive. These participants exhibited resiliency and resourcefulness, something I had not
anticipated in such a high degree.
However, as this was a qualitative study with a very small population, my results
are not generalizable and it is very possible that any attempt to duplicate this study may
result in different findings. I believe that it may be likely that the students I interviewed
are, by almost any measure, successful. It would be incorrect to generalize these findings
to other populations, even other undergraduate students from China at LUS University,
since other students may be operating at lower English levels, have differing adaptability
skills, and different educational and experiential backgrounds.
Implications of the Findings
This work has established several successful linguistic help-seeking behaviors,
identified linguistic and cultural barriers between students and faculty, and provided
many ideas for increasing support for this population. The results of this study may assist
educational stakeholders both in the US and in China in countering the linguistic and
cultural barriers described here. The following types of individuals could be impacted:
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Western educators at colleges and universities in the United States, high school teachers
and administrators in China, and Chinese high school students.
US Academic Professionals
US faculty, staff, and administrators could miss the signs that something may be
troubling their new students from China. The students may exhibit signs of transition
stress, homesickness, English fatigue, and/or disappointments related to their actual
English preparedness, among many others (Ota, 2013). Students may try to hide these
worrying issues from educators; however, educators should know what distress signs to
look for in this population and have early-intervention plans in place to reinforce the
students’ innate resources.
Chinese undergraduate students may appear overly polite; they may seem to be
excessively cautious or concerned about taking “too much time” from faculty members.
They may apologize when an apology may not seem necessary by Western standards of
politeness: all of these signs may point to a student from China who is combatting their
internal dread of appearing disrespectful to their faculty member. Faculty should put
these students at ease and thank them for the trust they have shown by requesting
assistance when it might have been very difficult to do so.
High School Teacher and Administrators in China
I am loathe to say that more work is needed in Chinese high schools and homes
on English preparedness, considering the statements that some participants in this study
have made about the level of commitment that is already considered normal in their
education. (One participant spoke at length of his confusion about the concept of “after
school play time.”) However, it is clear that this population does need more English
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language preparedness. High school teachers and administrators should initiate a severalpronged approach to language acquisition long before Chinese students arrive in the US.
Any work in this area would have to begin with an audit of what type of methods are
being used in English instruction and how much time spent on each method. Perhaps the
answer would be, not more time spent on language learning, but on new types of
language- and culture-adaptation skills. Another suggestion would be to identify, early,
those students who hope to study in an English-language university and to begin a
specialized approach to their language education, to focus on these four areas: Self-Care,
Social English Interactions, Historical Cohort Connections, and Practice with Western
Cultural Norms.
Students need to learn at some point (no matter where they are from) the normal
adult routines of shopping for food, cooking, cleaning, etc. (Ota, 2013). One participant
said that she believes none of the students from China can drive, do laundry, or take care
of themselves, because their parents have been taking care of them and because they have
been focused on their high school education up to this point in their lives. These gaps in
knowledge could make fitting in to their new environment more difficult; teaching these
life skills in high school could ease the transition to the US for these students.
Social English Interactions and Historical Cohort Connections have some
overlapping content, such as how to discuss personal opinions of the latest movie release
and how to succeed at parties by striking up a conversation with a stranger. The cohort
culture/connections is especially important to this population; this alone was the one topic
that seemed to bring the participants down in spirit. And finally, Chinese high schools
could consider ways to help their students understand, trust, and practice Western cultural
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norms so they are better able to approach their faculty when they are in need of academic
assistance.
Students in China
Lastly, the students themselves might benefit from listening, early and often, to
older students from China who are currently studying in the US. These older students
know their own experiences first-hand and, most importantly, they know now what they
would have done differently while in high school. Chinese high school students should
seek opportunities to practice interpersonal English skills and to learn how to formulate
and civilly express opinions. While it may seem utterly foreign and an unforgivable use
of time, they should educate themselves on pop culture in the US, especially that of their
generational cohort. Knowing what movies, music, tv shows, and cultural references are
important to their US peers may give them a significant advantage when making friends
and connecting with their new home.
Recommendations for Future Research
There are many ways to move this research area forward. Several categories and
statements in this project inspire me to consider additional research and I hope that other
practitioners may consider these ideas for their own projects:
a) The students’ comments on the two-day return time on email responses being
too slow surprised me. It makes me wonder: What are student expectations for
speed of service? Is it different in person than over email? What makes two
days “too long?” Is there an element of having waited too long to ask, on the
part of the student? Does this expectation vary by gender, age, nationality,
etc.?
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b) The most exciting idea for additional research, to me, is historical cohort
cultures. It is impossible to be present in both cohorts at the same time, so
how can international students adequately study their peer cohort cultures?
What tools exist to assist them with this? Would there be a true benefit – and
after how much time of study? Can someone adopt another’s cohort culture
with a sufficient level of understanding that it anchors social interactions? My
own insecurities about “fitting in” flare up at this point – can someone study
another’s cohort culture without having the undesired and unintended
consequence of looking “desperate,” “needy,” or “weird?”
c) This study showcased this population’s surprising resiliency and quite welldeveloped linguistic help-seeking behaviors. These students appear to be
successful, in general; what about students who are not as successful? Do they
have different help-seeking behaviors? Are they coping in different ways from
the present population? What are their resilience methods? What barriers are
they encountering, and how are they overcoming them?
d) Bornmann (1999) says that “Comparative studies in speech acts can help
students better understand English-speaking cultures, and help educators
design more effective teaching materials for their students” (Bornmann, 1999,
p. 15). How does detailed study of English speech acts in a US context help
Chinese undergraduate students understand US culture? Would a high school
course on US English speech acts contribute to Chinese students’ positive
acculturation and reduce transition stress? What part of the speech act actually
makes a Chinese student feel more comfortable seeking academic help?
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Where is the line between obsequiousness and standard respectful politeness,
and how can that line be taught?
e) I began data collection for this project in the summer of 2016. By the time the
last interview was conducted, the 2016 US presidential election had taken
place. With an anxious eye, I have been watching as colleagues in
international education report falling numbers of international student
enrollment for the 2017-2018 academic year. What affect will the current
administration have on the growth of Chinese undergraduate students studying
in the US? Which nations will show a decline in sending students to study
here, and which, if any, will show an increase? What are the factors
preventing international student enrollment, and how can US educators
counter those factors?
f) Naturally, it would be my hope that this study would be replicated with any
number of other factors to consider: is there a difference between
undergraduate students and graduate students? What are the faculty members’
opinions of this population? What are the faculty members’ experiences with
barriers in communicating with these students? How would a case study of
one high-achieving expert-user of English compare with a less successful
student with a lower level of English competency? And, for any of these,
would there be any difference in the results if a different population was used,
such as gender-specific, nationality, age, language of origin, or culture of
origin?
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Conclusion
This project focused on understanding the experiences of undergraduate students
from China who met linguistic or cultural barriers when seeking academic help from their
professors. Numbers of undergraduate students from China studying in the United States
are expected to continue increasing for the foreseeable future. There are no predictions
for a deceleration in the growth of this population on record, as of yet. It will be a test of
the age to see if the 2016 US presidential election has the same effect on the numbers of
students from China as it has already had on other international student populations
which have historically been well-represented in universities in the US.
Many voices in the literature surround the topics of international student
education, means of acculturation, success strategies, language acquisition, and support
for non-native English speakers. This study joins these other sources by providing
examples of linguistic help-seeking behaviors exhibited by this population. I am fortunate
to be among US educators who, with a vision for education in a global context, can see
the world’s future coming to sit with us in our offices and classrooms.
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APPENDIX A: Recruitment Email
Dear (insert name):
My name is Erin Hillis and I am a student at the University of Memphis in the
Applied Linguistics PhD program. I’m looking for people who may be able to participate
in my research project, which is about how students from China request academic
assistance, and from whom.
Would you like to participate? The project starts with a small survey about where
you are from, how to contact you, and your level at the University of Memphis. Then, I
may contact you this summer about meeting with me in person (at least one time) so I can
ask you questions about what it’s like for you to be a student at the University of
Memphis.
Here’s the short survey to get us started: [insert demographic survey link].
Your experiences as an undergraduate student from China are very important! I
believe you would make a valuable contribution to this study.
Thank you very much,
Erin Hills, MA, ESL
(she/her pronouns)
PhD Candidate, University of Memphis English Department, Applied Linguistics
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APPENDIX B: Demographic Questionnaire
1. First/Given Name
2. Last/Family Name
3. What name do you prefer to be called?
4. What is your email address? (I will ONLY use this to contact you about this
project.)
5. What is your cell phone number? (I will ONLY use this to contact you about this
project.)
6. What city are you from?
7. What country are you from?
8. What is your first, or native, language?
9. In addition to your first, or native, language, what other languages are spoken in
your home, if any?
10. What type of student are you at the University of Memphis?
11. For Fall 16, your student level at the University of Memphis will be:
12. What major will you graduate with?
13. What age will you be during the Fall 16 semester?
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Consent to Participate in a Research Study: “Exploring Linguistic Barriers to Help Seeking
Behaviors: The Lived Experiences of Chinese Undergraduate Students”

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH? You are
being invited to take part in a research study on the ways that students from China request
academic assistance, and from whom. You are being invited to take part in this research study
because you are an undergraduate student from China. Additionally, you are no longer a
freshman, and you may have had some experiences in needing or requesting academic help from
a faculty member. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of a maximum of 12
people to do so.

WHO IS DOING THE STUDY? The person in charge of this study is Erin Hillis, a PhD student
in the University of Memphis Department of English. She is being guided in this research by Dr.
Emily Thrush. There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times during
the study. Dr. Thrush may be contacted by email at ethrush@memphis.edu.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? I am conducting this study to explore and
better understand what it’s like when a student from China needs academic help at the University
of Memphis. Right now, there is little research on this important topic, and the number of
undergraduate students from China continues to grow. By doing this study, I hope that we can
build knowledge for how to better help Chinese students to access the support services available
to them.

ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? You
should not take part in this study if you are not from China, if you are not a student at the
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University of Memphis, if you have not experienced needing academic help before, or if your
first language is English.

WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at near or on the University of Memphis campus. You
and I will decide on a time and location that is convenient to you, near or on the University of
Memphis campus, up to three (3) times during the study. Each of those visits will take about 4560 minutes. The maximum amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is 3 hours
over the next 3 months.

WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO? You will be asked to meet with me for a private, inperson interview. During our interview, I will ask you several questions about your experiences
as a student at the University of Memphis, especially about times when you’ve either wanted or
needed academic help of any kind.

I expect interviews to last between 45-60 minutes. If there is a lot to talk about, I will ask you to
meet me again for additional interview(s) within two weeks of the first interview. At most, I may
request a third interview, which would take place within two weeks of the second interview. The
interview(s) will follow a semi-structured format (I will email you a list of questions that we will
try to cover in advance, so you know what to expect). All interviews will be audio recorded.

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS? To the best of my knowledge,
the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than what you would experience in
everyday life.
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WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? There is no guarantee that
you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However, some people have experienced
sense of satisfaction in contributing to the generation of new knowledge and understanding. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society as a whole better understand
this research topic.

DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY? If you decide to take part in the study, it
should be because you really want to volunteer. You will not lose any benefits or rights you
would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study
and still keep the benefits and rights you had before volunteering. As a student, if you decide not
to take part in this study, your choice will have no effect on you academic status.

IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES? If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take
part in the study.

WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE? There are no costs associated with taking
part in the study.

WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? You
will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE? We will make every effort to
keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by law. Your information
will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study. When we write
about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the combined information
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we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written materials. We may
publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other identifying
information private.

We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave us information, or what that information is. All the data will be coded in such a way that
members of the research team will not know your true identity. I, the lead researcher, will have a
code sheet that links your pseudonym back to your true identity, which will allow me to contact
you to arrange follow up interviews and get your feedback about themes emerging from the data.
However, other members of the research team will not have that information.

We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by law. However,
there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to other people.
For example, the law may require us to show your information to a court if you report
information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to yourself or someone else. Also,
we may be required to show information which identifies you to people who need to be sure we
have done the research correctly; these would be people from such organizations as the
University of Memphis Institutional Review Board.

CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY? If you decide to take part in
the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no longer want to continue. You
will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the study. The individuals
conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur if you are not
able to follow the directions they give you or if they find that your being in the study is more risk
than benefit to you.
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WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU GET HURT OR SICK DURING THE STUDY? Minimal risk:
This study involves no physical risk beyond what all individuals encounter during everyday life.

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS? Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study,
please ask any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions,
concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Erin Hillis, at
ehillis@memphis.edu, or her dissertation Chair, Dr. Emily Thrush, at ethrush@memphis.edu. If
you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the Institutional
Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-678-2705. We will give you a signed
copy of this consent form to take with you.

WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I AM INTERVIEWED? Only the lead researcher
will know your true name for this study. You will be referred to in any notes, transcriptions, and
data by a pseudonym. Only the lead researcher will have the list of real names linked to their
study pseudonyms, and this list will be contained in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s secure
office. Once the study is complete, all recorded interviews and data, including this code list, will
be destroyed following the procedures for the destruction of confidential information.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study,

Date

_________________________________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
Erin Hillis, PhD Candidate, University of Memphis English Department
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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Date

APPENDIX D: Introductory List of Questions to Begin Interviews
1. May I please have your verbal consent to let me audio tape this interview?
2. Let’s think back to when you were a freshman at the U of M. What was it like for
you to come to the US without knowing anyone?
3. What were some of the challenges you faced right away?
4. What sort of cultural differences did you notice in your Chinese HS and the U of
M classes?
5. How did you overcome the cultural differences?
6. What sort of language difficulties did you experience?
7. How did you overcome the language difficulties?
8. Please tell me about a time when you knew that you needed academic help.
a. How did you know that you needed some help?
b. Who did you consider asking for help?
c. Why did you ask that person/those people?
9. Please tell me about a time when you asked for any kind of assistance from a
member of the faculty.
a. What was that experience like for you?
b. What were some positive things about that experience?
c. What were some negative things about that experience?
d. How did you ask for help?
e. How would you have asked for help for the same problem in your home
country and native language?
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f. What specific language did you use when you’ve asked for help from a
faculty member?
g. Please tell me about the cultural differences you have noticed when
speaking with a faculty member.
h. Please tell me about the language differences you have noticed when
speaking with a faculty member.
10. Under what circumstances would you go to a faculty member for assistance? Why
those circumstances?
11. Tell me about a time when you felt that there was a miscommunication between
yourself and a faculty member. How did you resolve that?
12. What do you imagine would happen if you did ask faculty for help?
13. Tell me about a time when you went to talk with a professor during office hours.
14. Tell me about a time when you went to talk with a professor before or after class.
15. What staff interactions have you had? What have they been like?
16. What are the resources on campus that are available to you? Which ones have you
used? Why those? Why not the others?
17. What are some skills that you think Chinese students should have to best
maneuver the academic system in the US?
18. Now that you’ve been in school for a couple of years, what do you wish you had
known about the faculty-student relationship, back when you first came here?
19. What would you tell new students from China, in terms of:
a. language skills needed at the University of Memphis
b. cultural differences in the academic setting
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